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Melissa Clampitt. FINDING HOME AND OTHER ESSAYS. (Under the direction of
Chene Heady.) Department of English and Modern Languages, May 2011.
The purpose of this thesis is to conduct an exploration of self through a series of essays.
The seven personal essays that make up my thesis, collectively entitled "Finding Home
and Other Essays," have proven to be an examination of self primarily through my
relationships with my parents, sister, and "step" family. These relationships focus on the
uncertainty associated with unexpected changes, the moments forcing me to analyze the
qualities that make up my identity. They also shed light on the mental, physical, and
emotional aspects that find their way into and define "home". With my first essay, I use a
near-death accident to dive into my relationship with my dad and the closeness we share,
while examµ1ing my inability to accept his possible death. "Upholstery Work and a
Halo" moves toward the work relationship my dad and I share. Through this essay I
return to the theme of death; however, I focus on what defines him as a person in my
eyes, which helps define my self. In "Letters From a Stranger," I begin to examine my
relationship with my mom and gain a better understanding of what it means to define
yourself in relation to a parent. Building my mom's character had been a struggle
because of the disconnect I have felt with our relationship, but with "Mixing the Personal
with the Professional," I allow the reader to see her as a rounded person. Even though
there is chaos in her life there is an odd sense of calmness in her work. "My Sister Tried
to Kill Me" is an exploration of how my relationship with my sister has grown over the
years, causing me to reevaluate my earlier feelings of being an "only" child. Having built
my dad as an almost idyllic man, I had to examine his faults in "Renting My Room" in

order to complete his character. In this essay, I also move further into my feelings of
displacement within my childhood home and how I overcome feelings of resentment. In
my final essay, my sister makes the statement that my new home will replace our Dad's
as her home-away-from-home when she visits, making me re-evaluate and understand the
decisions I have made that have formed my self, including my decisions about "home".
What I strive for in my writing is an honest voice that I can use to capture my familial
relationships--both the good and the bad. As Mary Karr states in the introduction to her
memoir, The Liars Club, "a dysfunctional family is any family with more than one
person in it."
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Hospital Beds and Mummies
I half jogged, half speed-walked, limbs shaking from adrenaline and exhaustion,
down the Myrtle Beach hospital hallways, leaving my boyfriend David far behind me. At
each comer I looked for the signs leading me to rooms 1000-1050, then glanced back to
make sure he saw which way I took. When I turned the comer and saw the nurse's
station thirty feet down the hall, I stopped. One young nurse glanced up, and I pretended
to read a sign on the wall. David caught up with me and put his arm around my
shoulders.
"Do I have to tell them why I'm here? What if they don't let me in to see him?" I
asked.
"They will. Stop worrying."
We walked toward the nurse's station. I stopped just a few feet from the desk and
the nurse stared at me.
"Um, I'm here to see James Clampitt. I didn't know if he was still on this floor," I
said.
She flipped through some papers. "Hey, Theresa," she called toward a door I
couldn't see.
An older nurse stepped around the comer.
"Yeah?" Theresa asked, glancing at David and me.
"This young girl's here to see James Clampitt."
"Oh, he's still in room 1010. It's mighty late for visitors you know. It's 2:20
a.m," Theresa said.
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"He's my dad. There'll probably be more people here tomorrow."
"Like who?"

Wow, you 're nosy for a nurse. "My sister's coming in from Charlotte, North
Carolina. My mom and her sister are coming down from Virginia. And I don't know
who else."
"Where're you from?"
"Virginia." I turned from her desk and walked down the left hallway toward room
1010.
I stopped just outside the door. David looked at me and gave me the "go on in"
nod. I couldn't. I stepped back and hugged my stomach.
Hunching my shoulders forward, I said, ''No. You go first. Wake Evy up and let
her know we're here. Please."
He knocked softly then pushed the door open. I peeked in behind him, started
tearing up, and put my hands over my mouth. Dad lay on the bed in a device fit for a
horror movie monster.
Seven days prior, Dad and his girlfriend of about ten years, Evy, Evy's fifteen
year-old daughter Kayla, and Kayla's best friend, Ashley, had left Virginia for a week
long vacation at Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. Wednesday morning, vacation day three,
he shattered his C-1 vertebrae trying to body surf a wave to shore. At first the doctors
were satisfied with a hard collar supporting his neck. But by Friday morning, they had
come in and said he needed to be put into a Halo device. By that afternoon he was in
one.
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The Halo is a device I wouldn't wish on anyone. Three parts were keeping Dad's
neck from moving: a torso piece, a head ring with screws, and four connecting bars. The
torso piece was fur lined and stopped just above his belly button. Four bars attached to
the torso piece rose upward at small angles and were connected to a semicircle ring
complete with four screws that twisted through his flesh and sat just inside the first layer
of his skull.
"Hey, Sonny," David said.
I saw Dad wave his fingers. Evy stood from the hospital chair that reclined into a
bed.
"Where's Missa?" Dad whispered.
David looked toward me in the doorway and waved for me to come in. I couldn't.
Evy waved for me to come in. I couldn't.
"Come on, Baby." It took seeing Dad's fingers waving me toward him to get me
in the room.
I stood by the edge of his bed and tried to take everything in while sucking back
tears. I didn't want him to see me cry and knew it would make it worse for him. E vy and
David quietly left the room to go outside and smoke. I climbed onto the edge of Dad's
bed.
"Hey," I said.
"Hey," he said. "What do you think about my new outfit?" He tried to smile.
I half laughed. "You kind of look like a Viking."
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He watched me take it in. I held his hand. I had forgotten how worn it felt from
his upholstery work. His white hair needed to be washed and his beard was starting to
come back, speckling his checks with gray and white.
"Did it hurt?" I asked. I knew it was a stupid question, but I still wanted to know.
"Breaking my neck or this?"
"Both."
"Well, it hurt when I broke my neck. I was surfing the wave in and all of a
sudden it was like someone picked me up by the back of my shorts and slammed my head
down on the bottom. When I stood up my ears were ringing and my neck felt sore, but I
didn't know I broke it."
"What'd Evy do?" Part of me felt bad that she had to go through this for two days
before I could get down there, and part of me wanted to make sure she was doing right by
Dad.
"I waved her in, and she followed me to the beach chairs. When I sat down she
asked if I was okay. I said I thought so, but wanted a minute. Then, I passed out. When
I woke up, the guy that was sitting behind us was in front of me. He asked what
happened because he saw me flip in the water. When I told him he reached up and
grabbed my neck like this--"
Letting go of my hand, Dad grasped the front of my neck close under my chin.
"He told me not to move. That I had two choices. Move and die. Or, go to the
hospital."
"Glad you chose the hospital," I said.
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"Yeah, me too."
"How' d he know?"
"He was an EMT on vacation. He took all my vitals and information before the
lifeguards showed up."
"So, what about this?" I tentatively touched the fur.
"This? This hurt like a bitch. When they came in yesterday afternoon they were
all very glum-like. I didn't know they were putting it on. I thought they were just here to
talk to me about it and prepare me, but the doctor said I'd be glad it'd be on and over
with. No anticipation. And he was right. I'd have died thinking about this all night."
"What'd they do?"
"Well, after he gave me anesthesia, which wore off way too quick, a couple big
guys got around me and held me down. And then the doc took this head piece and began
screwing it in with a sophisticated alien wrench. I heard and felt each screw crunch
through my skull. When they were done, the doc stood back and said he was surprised I
didn't make noise or go to the bathroom on myself. He said usually his helpers have to
almost stand on top of the boys and men they put these on. I think it was just because I
was still in shock."
"Yeah." I didn't know what else to say.
"How's everything at the house?"
"Fine. I vacuumed before we drove down, so it's all clean and waiting for you to
get home."
"Thanks. I know I can always count on you."
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I smiled and grabbed his hand again.
"Lindsay'll be here later today." I wanted to talk about anything other than the
accident, anything other than the fact that he almost died.
"Oh, yeah. She can take time off of work, huh?"
"Well, she told me she was going to Charleston for something. Anyway, I'll talk
to her sometime before she gets here. How are Kayla and Ashley?"
"They're doing good for two teenagers who had their vacation ruined. Evy really
appreciates y'all coming down here to get them."
"I wanted to see you."
"I know. But she didn't really want her Melissa coming down with her two little
girls. So, we're just glad y'all can do it," Dad said.
"Kayla okay with it?"
"Oh, yeah. They're happy y'all are here to take them home."
David and Evy came back from smoking. David walked over and shook Dad's
hand. While they talked, Evy and I planned out what needed to be done the next morning
by their check-out time. David and I had planned to leave the next night, but due to lack
of sleep, we decided to stay through Saturday and leave Sunday morning.
I looked back at Dad. "We'll be back with the girls tomorrow."
I kissed Dad good-bye and walked back into the hallway with David.
"You okay?" he asked.
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"No. Don't touch me either. Please." Ifhe had, I would have broken down in
tears, and I didn't want to do that right outside ofDad's door. I didn't want him to hear
me cry.
Evy came out, and we followed her out the way we came. Before we exited the
hospital, she looked at me and asked ifl was okay. I shook my head no. She wrapped
her arms around me and I cried, hard, for the first time in her presence.
"It's okay. He's really going to be okay. I promise," she said.
I remember her hair smelled like salt and was still gritty with sand.

When I was eight Dad died for over a minute. I remember sitting on our couch
watching T.V. and flipping through a book about Egyptian mummification. The next day,
my second grade class was going to Washington, D.C., and I couldn't wait to see the
mummy exhibit at the Smithsonian Institute ofNatural History. At age eight, I could
recite the proper tools and process of Egyptian Mummification, as well as the rituals the
priests performed on each body. My fascination with the Egyptian's celebration of death
made most ofmy classmates label me as weird and crazy. But I was drawn in by the
elaborate decorations and colors on the Egyptian coffins and the different sculptures and
jewels that were buried with the Pharaohs for them to carry into the afterlife. It was
artistic devotion.
My twelve-year-old sister Lindsay was in her room finishing homework. Dad
still sat in his spot at the kitchen table, while Mom cleaned up our favorite dinner of
tacos. I remember glancing at Dad and the pained look on Mom's face. He held his head

in his hands and kept mumbling he didn't feel good. Mom kept cleaning, but each time
she picked something up from the table, or wiped a messy spot, her eyebrows would
squinch together making the line on her forehead deeper.
"Sonny? Can you hear me?" Mom bent close to Dad's face.
He nodded.
"You need to lay down. Come on." She set the dish rag down and helped him up
by his elbow.
Dad stood and took one step, then fell backward, arms splayed out, against his
chair. The chair slid from under him, tipped sideways and slammed against the wall as he
hit the floor. I jumped and ran the five steps from the sofa to the table.
"Mom? W hat's wrong with him?" I asked, shaking. I had never even seen Dad
sick.
His body jerked like he was having a seizure, and Mom put her knee against his
chest, pressing her weight into him, trying to keep him still.
Lindsay appeared in the kitchen, eyes wide, and froze when she saw Dad.
"What's going on?"
"Lindsay, take Melissa to her room and stay with her until I come in there.
Okay?" Mom never took her eyes off Dad.
Lindsay walked to me, put her arms around my shoulders, and steered me just
around the hallway comer to my room. She left the door cracked so we could hear what
was going on. We climbed onto my bed, but didn't talk. We just sat and listened to Mom
coax Dad from the floor.
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"Sonny? Sonny, can you hear me?"
We heard a weak "yes" from Dad.
"I need you to stand, Sonny. I can't lift you by myself."
The table creaked, maybe from one of them using it for leverage. A few seconds
later we saw Mom walking Dad to their bedroom. As they passed my door, Lindsay and I
glanced at each other. Dad was paler than we had ever seen him, almost translucent.
Mom winced under his weight as she half carried, half pushed him down the hallway, up
three small steps and finally into their room. Lindsay and I waited. We knew better than
to follow.
Mom finally came into my room looking concerned at first, but after seeing our
worried faces she seemed to wash hers away, replacing it with a half smile. She
explained that Dad had an allergy to certain spices and that tonight they overdid it with
the taco meat spice. She said he would be fine in the morning but needed to rest.
Lindsay went back to her room, Mom went to finish cleaning up, and I lay back on my
bed until I fell asleep.
Red lights flashed through my bedroom windows. The back door banged open
and

I heard someone run past my door. Peeking out of my windows, I saw it was mostly

dark outside, but the sky had a glow to it making stars invisible.
"I don't know. I had put him to bed because he got sick. He collapsed in the
kitchen after dinner, and I woke up when I felt him shaking again," Mom said.
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I jumped out of bed and ran from my room to theirs, stopping just outside their
door so I wouldn't be seen. Lindsay was nowhere in sight, but I doubted if she was still
asleep.
I saw two EMT's bent over Dad while another tested a machine. I remember the
machine as a large electrical box. I now know that it was a defibrillator, and without it,
Dad would have died.
"Sir? Mr. Clampitt? Can you hear me? I need you to let me know you can hear
me," one male EMT said.
He placed his fingers on Dad's wrist while another EMT opened Dad's eyelids
and shone a small light into them. Mom stood at the foot of the bed, hands covering her
mouth. The male EMT who had his fingers on Dad's wrist looked at the one by the
machine. I didn't know what the look meant, but a second later they had ripped Dad's
shirt open. The EMT by the machine placed paddles on Dad's chest. I heard a beep.
Then, a sound like a hole puncher. Dad's body lifted a few inches off of the bed. The
machine beeped. They made him jump again. A flat line appeared on the small screen of
the machine. They stood back. The EMT tried again. Flat line.
Even at that age I knew that wasn't a good sign, but I wasn't sure what it really
meant. I stepped into the doorway from curiosity. The EMT who had shined a small
light into Dad's eyes looked at Mom, then noticed me. Mom turned around and gasped.
She came toward me, picked me up, and carried me down the hallway.
"No. I wanna see. I wanna see Dad." I kicked. I screamed. I wiggled. I did
everything to get out of her arms.
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She set me down in my room, but before she got the door closed, I slipped out and
ran back to their room. One of the EMT's must have been waiting for this because he
caught me in his arms. But instead of picking me up, he knelt down and held me still. I
struggled against his strong grip.
The EMT placed the paddles on Dad's chest again. A beep. Dad's body jumped.
The line became little peaks.
"Got him. Let's move." The EMT set the paddles back in the machine and started
wheeling it toward the door. Mom picked me back up and stepped into the hallway to
give the men room. We heard the EMTs go out the back storm door, banging the machine
along the way. We heard the door open again and this time the clanging we heard was the
small bed on wheels.
Mom took me into Lindsay's room, and the EMT's put Dad on the trolley and
took him outside.
"Lindsay, get up now," Mom shouted. She switched the light on, still holding me.
Lindsay rolled onto her side to face us, her eyes wide and bright. I could tell she
hadn't really been sleeping, but listening to all the commotion just outside her bedroom
door. Within minutes Mom, Lindsay and I were in the van speeding after the ambulance.
Traffic lights were red and green blurs in my window. We didn't talk. We didn't listen to
the radio.
I don't remember how we entered the hospital. My memory picks back up with
Lindsay and I sitting in some chairs in a bright hallway. I can't remember how much
time had passed since we'd arrived at the hospital. Nurses and doctors walked in and out
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ofDad's room carrying clipboards and medicine. Each time his door opened, I leaned to
the side to get a better look at what was happening. I couldn't see where Mom was, but
heard her talking with a doctor. Dad's legs were like white molds under the hospital
blankets.
Mom stepped out ofDad's room and knelt down in front ofus. "Your Dad is
going to be just fine. They gave him a shot, but he needs to stay here for a little while
longer." She put her hands on our knees.
Dad's sister, Alene, came around the corner ofthe hallway.
"Here are the girls' things. I'll stay until you get back." She handed Mom our
backpacks.
"Thanks so much, Alene. Okay, girls, come on." Mom shepherded us out ofthe
hospital and to her van.
I don't remember the drive to Mom's parent's house. I don't remember changing
clothes, eating breakfast, and getting ready for school. I don't remember the drive to
school. The next thing I remember is Lindsay and I walking to opposite ends ofthe
second floor ofour school building. Lindsay walked by herselfto her sixth grade
classroom while Mom walked with me to my second grade classroom. I glanced down
the hall at Lindsay once. Her teacher met her in the hallway, and Lindsay pointed to
Mom and me. The teacher had probably questioned her why we were upstairs already; it
was a school rule that no students were allowed inside the building before the first bell,
which wasn't going to ring for another thirty minutes. My teacher, Ms. Sullivan, met us
outside her classroom. She was an older woman with short solid white hair. Her hands
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were warm and smooth. She held tightly to mine as she guided me into the room. She
and Mom talked for a few minutes outside the classroom door before Mom came in and
gave me a hug good-bye.
Mom walked to where I sat at my desk and knelt down. "I'll be back this
afternoon to pick you up. We'll go back and see your Dad at the hospital, okay?"
"What happened?" I asked.
She stared at me, then the floor. After taking a deep breath she said, "He got
sick."
"No. What happened?" I asked again.
She paused. "It's called epileptic shock." That's all she would say.
She hugged me and left.
Ms. Sullivan walked over and sat in the desk next to mine. "Want to help me get
ready for our field-trip?"
I had completely forgotten about our trip to Washington D.C. that day, and I
started to cry.
"I want to go home. I want to see Dad," I choked out.
"I know, sweetie. But your mother didn't want you to be at the hospital all day.
She wanted you to go on the trip. Maybe it'll help you feel better."
Within hours I was standing at the side of an unknown mummified Egyptian
priest. Classmates ran from body to body, ogling over the jewels placed in the tombs of
Pharaohs. I stayed in the Egypt room until I was the only person in there. I felt an odd
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comfort being in a room full ofwrapped bodies. Staring at the priest's brown remains, I
couldn't help but think ofDad laying in a hospital bed.

My first experience with a person dying was when I was nineteen-years-old; my
maternal grandmother passed away due to a failing heart. We had many family pets that
died, but animal deaths had been easier for me to comprehend because there was usually
a clear reason why: hit by a car, old age, or they were sick. I remember lying on Dad's
sofa staring out his living room picture window trying to understand a failing heart. He
came in and sat at my feet.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"I guess," I said.
I waited to see ifhe was going to stay, and when he did, I said, "You just stop
don't you?"
"Yeah. It's like falling asleep, but you never wake up."
I let that soak in for a few minutes. It terrified me to think that we just shut off,
like cutting off your cell phone or computer. With a last shudder, we couldn't be turned
on again.
"So, why does everyone else in the family stress that something else happens?" I
asked.
"Because they can't handle the truth. How does it make you feel to think that we
just stop?" He leaned back, and I put my feet on his lap.
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"Cold. And nervous. Like my stomach's got butterflies in it when I think about
Granny just stopping like that."
And that's how I felt toward Dad's near-death accident at the beach. While sitting
on the side of his bed, trying to take in the Halo, I couldn't help but imagine him just
shutting off.
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Upholstery Work and a Halo
Closing the mailbox door, I flipped through junk mail and bills. Great. More

money going out the door. With the mail in one hand, I began walking back up Dad's
driveway toward his upholstery shop. I walked slow, feeling the gravel hot from the July
heat with my bare feet. I looked around at my childhood home. The driveway separated
the field from the house and led straight to the shop. The front yard had five large oak
trees--three at the wood's edge by the two rose bush stubs and two by the right side ofthe
driveway. I made sure to walk an extra few feet away from one ofthese trees, the one
with the U-bend limb, because it housed an army ofhornets in its hollow trunk. The field
was now partially grown up with weeds and small trees around all the edges because Dad
'got tired ofcutting all that grass.' I used to help, but he felt better when he did it
himself, insisted that he knew the land best, so I didn't argue. Between the two ofus it
took an entire summer Saturday--from 9:00 a.m. to almost dark--ifwe stopped to eat. Of
our fifteen acres, we only cut five or six. Before I was born Dad would cut almost ten.
Now, since he let the landscape grow up, he only cuts about three or four.
As I passed Dad's brick rancher I thought, "I can't believe that after twenty-two
years this isn't my home anymore." At least my new house was only twenty minutes
from Dad so it was easy to check up on him. As I passed by the small, increasingly
dilapidated screen porch, I smiled, remembering a cat we had during my childhood that
used to snake her way through the space between the door and the jam; ever since I could
remember, the door never closed flush. She would get inside the porch and crawl down
under the broken flooring, only to lie there meowing until Dad came and jerked her out.
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We never had enough money to fix the porch, but we never wanted to tear it down either.
From the screen porch I could see the oak tree that held the two rope swings in the
backyard. Every child that came to Dad's, even if it was a customer's child, would end
up on them. We used to worry about what would happen if this tree ever fell; the trunk
was as thick as three average-sized adults standing in a circle touching only their
fingertips to each other. If the tree fell toward the house, then it would crush the roof in
on the kitchen. If it fell toward Dad's shop, it'd crush that. If it fell toward one of the
open spaces in the yard or driveway, then not only would we have a big hole to deal with,
but by its death we would also have lost an important piece of our family.
Dad's shop sat at the top of the driveway, a chalky white cinder block building
with a dark green tin roof. White paint flaked from the door and front window frames.
The rest of the property extended from the back of the shop to the Appomattox River that
lay a little over a quarter mile into the woods. His upholstery business long served as the
main income for our family, and it still does for him. He often described the business as a
luxury instead of a job because he had the comfort of working at home. However,
throughout my childhood and into my adult life I watched Dad count each dollar he
made. Thirty-thousand to thirty-five thousand dollars was a good or average year. Bad
years, he supported a family of four on fifteen-thousand to twenty-thousand dollars.
As I opened the shop door I felt a blast of cold air. Dad's 1975 air conditioner
hummed in its hole in the back-wall. I pulled the door shut. The concrete floor felt cool
under my hot feet. A half-tom-down plain sofa sat on his homemade horses. Its bright
paisley pattern was to be replaced with an even brighter, almost pastel, striped material
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that lay on his cutting table. At the far end of the table, next to his Singer sewing
machine, lay two bare slip seats.
"What'd I get today?" Dad asked from his desk in the comer.
I walked toward him, passing the dogs' sofa and scratching one of their ears. Dad
was leaning over his red paint-chipped desk holding his forehead.
"Junk mail and bills. You okay?" I asked.
"Headache." He took the mail from my hand. "'Course with screws in my head,
I guess I would have a headache. My brain's probably trying to escape through the
holes." He made an 'ew' face.
Dad was wearing the Halo device, which he called an "eighties horror movie
contraption," and I don't think he was far off. The torso piece was fur lined, making the
July heat three times worse for Dad than me. The Halo had a semicircle ring complete
with four screws. These screws were literally sitting just inside Dad's skull so as not to
penetrate too deep to his brain, but to keep his neck level and steady, until his shattered
C-1 vertebrae healed. To me, being in this device, unable to lie flat or tum your neck,
feeling as if you're living in a box, had been one form of hell I vowed to avoid. No more
body surfing.
"Ah, gross, Dad." I walked to his early fifties Westinghouse fridge that sat by the
shop door and grabbed a Pepsi.
Carefully scooting the new striped material away from the edge of his cutting
table, I hopped onto the comer and opened the can. The spray of cold fizz felt good
against the heat.
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"You know," I said, "that headache's probably because you were working when
you weren't supposed to. It hasn't been a full two weeks since you had that thing on.
They said you weren't supposed to work for two weeks. Then, you could do light work."
He grunted. He had always been on-the-go as much as possible, and he kept
saying he wouldn't let the halo 'get him down' and turn him into a 'crotchety old-man.'
"So, how bad is it?" I asked.
"The headache?"
"No."
"Oh, well, these are the house bills. The hospital bills won't start coming for a
few more days. But I can tell you that the rest ofthis year and probably the beginning of
2011 will be rough."
I wanted to offer him money. I wanted to tell him I'd come work with him until
he got the halo off. I knew he'd refuse both, though. He hated accepting money from
anyone and had never accepted it from his children. He also didn't like depending on
other people to help him with his work, even ifhe was hurt. He especially didn't want
me to become too involved with the upholstery business and lose focus on finishing my
education. Dad had always said he didn't want me to have the type ofjob he had. He
wanted me to have a more secure career, one from which I could retire, a future he didn't
see for himself. But I had always liked his line ofwork. Not only did he get to work
with his hands and create something beautiful, but the antique furniture that came into his
shop fascinated me with its contours and designs. Most ofit smelled like old books, and
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as a child I'd imagine the pieces set in Gothic style living rooms and libraries where a
family offour would sit up all night, reciting stories they had read.
Dad stood and walked toward the cutting table, pausing once to untangle his halo
from the yellow spiral cord ofhis staple gun that hung from the ceiling. He had gotten
used to the weight ofthe Halo, but he had not gotten used to its bulkiness. I couldn't help
but laugh as I watched his five-six body bend as ifhe was doing the robot dance to free
himself.
"Need help?" I asked.
"No, no. Just dancing with the cord. You know, practicing my moves just in
case." He raised both his arms above his head to find the cord. He proceeded to make the
beeping noises associated with large trucks backing up. "Ha," he said as he pulled
himself free.
He walked to where I sat and began rolling up the striped fabric.
"So, the record ofone ugly pattern replacing another still holds, huh?" I asked.
"Oh, God. I unrolled this to see what I was getting myselfinto. They want this
railroaded, too." He pushed the rolled fabric aside and moved the bare slip seats next to
me.
"That's when the striped pattern flows from the back ofthe sofa to the seat
cushions and matches up, right?"
"Right. Will you grab that leather hide from the dogs' sofa?" He picked at a
piece of glue on one ofthe seats.
"Yeah." I hopped off the table and set my Pepsi back in the fridge.
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"Is it for the slip seats?" I asked.
"Yeah. I want to see ifl can even get both ofthese out of that one hide."
Slip seats were the easiest piece of furniture for Dad to work on. Four pieces of
wood were connected together to make a square shaped seat that slipped into their
accompanying chairs. I picked up the hide, and as I walked back to the table, I felt five
pairs of dog eyes watching me and knew they were salivating for the chance to chew a
discarded piece. As I laid the hide on the table, I noticed Dad rubbing his eyes.
"Need a pain pill?"
"Yeah. I'll go get it." He left the shop.
Grabbing his tools, I picked up where he left off tearing down the sofa. Twenty
three years of watching him work, I knew I could mimic his techniques. The tools were
still warm where he had held them, and as I pulled staple after staple, more slowly than
him, I imagined his hands guiding me around the corners. Squeak after squeak, tug after
tug, I worked my way from the bottom front around the side and to the back.
Being in there alone, I began to think about the real use of the shop. It had always
been Dad's place of business, but it had also been an extension of the house. I had spent
afternoons doing my homework on the edge of his cutting table, where I also took naps if
no sofa or chair had been waiting for his hands. I slept better in the shop than I did in my
bed, listening to his sewing machine vibrate through the table and his staple gun pa-chow
the fabric into place on the furniture. Watching him work had been hypnotic. Each piece
of furniture would be stripped to its bare bones, then examined for any broken areas that
needed wood glue. He would bend over every nook, rubbing and inspecting the pieces
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for a level frame. At times, he seemed to be inhaling the soothing smells of cherry,
walnut, oak, or other woods that he could identify by sight. Satisfied with the look of the
frame, he would then tum to its old fabric for measurements and compare them with what
the frame told him should be the right length and width. 'If it's worth doing, then it's
worth doing right' had always been his motto. He never skimped on time, and when he
looked at the finished product, he alway s said, "It's okay," which I had always followed
with "It looks real good, Dad."
Because I was behind the sofa, I didn't see Dad coming back but heard the door
open and close. Dad peeked around the sofa.
"Yes, Inspector?" I asked.
"Just seeing what you're doing back there. Come help me with this hide."
I set the tools aside and we made our separate ways to the cutting table. When
Dad reached the table, he grabbed his large upholstery scissors and dropped them in the
back pocket of his jean shorts, pointy end up. Standing next to him, I could see where his
gray and white hair had been shaved in the two spots on the back of his head to allow the
surgeon to push the screws into his skull. He smelled of sweat and rubbing alcohol from
where we cleaned the entry point of the screws each day to avoid infection. It was why I
came each day to visit him. Evy tried to come each day, too, but as a professional house
painter with rent, she couldn't afford not to work.
We both leaned close, rubbing our hands across the hide's surface, feeling for
imperfections. My hands were not as experienced as his, but I felt a few bumps that
meant my area of the hide would be useless. Speckles and a scar mark eliminated all but
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a small corner piece, meaning Dad would be left with leather that would be useless for
anything except as the dog's new chew toy. Leaning next to him and watching his hands
move around the hide, stopping briefly to feel a spot deeper, I almost forgot about his
halo. This action of inspecting the hide with him felt as if we were fifteen years in the
past, when I would abandon my math homework to learn what imperfections caused a
quarter, if not more, of a hide to be useless. We moved our hands over the same spots
again and again making sure we didn't miss anything.
"So, I'm thinking that corner by you is best," I said.
"Think so?" He knew I had been right, but I knew he wanted to make sure I could
give him the right explanation.
"Know so. It has the least specks and blemishes. But, it'll be tight. Really tight.
Like you can't make a mistake tight."
"Yep." He picked up his white chalk and drew two rough squares.
He grabbed his scissors in the middle, pulled them out, and flipped them (the way
we're taught to never flip scissors as kids), catching the handle end with his right hand.
The list of tricks he had taught himself was endless, like how he kept tacks in his cheeks
without stabbing himself or swallowing them and could still have a conversation. He cut
out the squares, laid them on the seats, and rolled up the excess hide for the dogs.
"I need to go in," he said.
"Is it getting real bad?" I asked.
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We didn't know what pain was normal and what wasn't. Dad's earliest doctor
visit had been scheduled for the following week, however; until then we just had to hope
that all his pain was simply due to the fact that he had screws in his head.
"Yeah. I need to sit. Rest some." He headed out of the garage.
"Come on dogs," I said.
All five jumped up and followed Dad and me toward the house. Once inside, Dad
went straight to his recliner in the living room. The blinds were down since he was still a
little sensitive to bright light. He sat down and sighed.
"Better?" I asked.

''Mb.in.''
I walked to his sofa and sat down between two of the smaller dogs. The other
three had formed a semicircle around Dad's feet.
Dad and I didn't talk. He closed his eyes and within minutes he began to snore.
His physical appearance, whether from the accident or the poor light in the living room,
reminded me of my paternal grandmother. His movements were stiff like hers had been
in her eighties when she required a walker to get around our house. The lines on his face
seemed deeper, his hands more veiny. His pain made him tired. The pain pills made him
tired. The fact that he was out of a routine messed him up, too. Since he had been home
he had watched more television than ever before, and he had taken naps during the day,
something he had never done prior to his accident.
I leaned back into the sofa, closed my eyes and began to think about what had
happened. We came close to losing this house. Dad should have died on the beach that
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day, but he didn't and no one will ever know why. The thought that this visit might have
been one in which I was cleaning out his closets, instead ofjust hanging out, flashed
through my mind and I began to think about the other problems. I knew he was worried
over money, but I didn't know how to ease his mind. We had always pulled through
before now. He knew that there would be little chance of a retirement for him, but all the
years he worked he saved a little money here and there just in case a day came when he
didn't have to work anymore. He didn't think he'd live in the lap of luxury and go on
exotic vacations. But the day would come when he wouldn't have to pull staples
anymore. Because of this accident, that small dream vanished. Dad had already
calculated that the twenty-thousand dollars he had saved in the snug corner of his house
safe would be down to three-thousand by October. The house bills didn't stop coming in
just because he was hurt. And working for himself, there was no such thing as
workman's compensation. Everything was up to him.
He started taking a new look at his health. He said that breaking his neck made
him feel his age, made him feel old. At sixty-years-old, he felt he needed to examine
every action he made and everything he ate. He never admitted that the accident scared
him but agreed only that it 'freaked' him out enough to where he realized he can't act like
a 'crazy Clampitt' anymore. No more jumping off the back porch. No more racing the
dogs around the yard (at least until his muscles were fully healed). No more going to
bars and standing up for the little guys in the fights. And no more body surfing.
Ever.
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It was weird for me to think that Dad would be a changed man after he got the
Halo off. But who wouldn't? Everyone in the family had new thoughts about waves and
about how careless we acted in our day-to-day lives. I told Dad I wouldn't body surf
anymore, that I'd think more carefully about how fast I rode my dirt bikes. But I wasn't
ready to have the conversation about how I hadn't prepared for him to die.
Thoughts about Dad dying made me uneasy, so I began straightening up his
house. I washed dirty dishes, dried them and put them away. I fed the dogs and let them
out to pee. I even started a load of laundry before Dad woke up.
"What ya' durin'?" he asked, peeking into his bedroom where I stood sorting dirty
clothes.
"Laundry. What's up?" I dropped a handful of clothes in a basket.
"You don't have to do my laundry," he said.
"Well, you can't exactly get down those thirteen steps to the basement, so I
thought I'd help."
I looked up. Dad was smiling.
"Oh god, you've already done it haven't you?" I asked.
"Yup. Don't tell Evy though. I promised her I wouldn't go to the basement.
She's scared I'd fall on the way down."
"Well, duh. You can't exactly see where you're going." I sat on his bed.
He came and sat next to me. "I'll be fine. You can go home. Get some rest, do
some work."
I didn't want to treat him like a baby, but I couldn't help wanting to be there just
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in case he needed something. "Can I come back tomorrow?"
"Yeah. But don't come back just to help me out. I'm fine. I can get around and
feed myself. I'm not paralyzed."
We tried to hug, but it was dissatisfying. My head hit the bars on his torso piece
and I ended up hugging his shoulder.
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Letters From a Stranger
It had snowed two or three feet that February day, and a new sheet of ice lay
across the yard, trees, and cars. I had crawled in bed that night wondering if school
would be cancelled. I was twelve and in the second half of seventh grade. My sixteen
year-old sister, Lindsay, was in the second half of eleventh grade. Their was still buzz
about surviving the Y2K Millennium Break Down in our school and on the news. Three
quilts made by my paternal grandmother lay on top of my thin comforter. We had heat,
but it was old heat. The oil burning furnace in the basement had been installed during the
fifties, three decades before my parents moved in. Throughout the first half of our
rancher were the original heating ducts from the fifties, metal painted a rust yellow color
that got so hot when the heat came on it was like putting your bare hand on a hot stove
burner. The newer back half of the house, Lindsay's and my parent's bedrooms, had
different heat ducts that were put in when these two rooms were added in the seventies.
They didn't distribute the heat as well as the old ducts, and I thanked Dad every night for
giving me the bedroom in the older part of the house. It still got cold in my room because
we couldn't afford to cut the heat up too much, but not as cold as it got in their rooms.
Lying in bed I heard the hot water bubble through the pipes when the furnace
clicked on, and I pushed the blankets away from my body to keep from getting too warm.
My bedroom door burst open, cold panic, but I didn't jump out of bed or scream. No one
busted into my room without knocking. I squeezed my eyes closed until they hurt and
listened to my door shake.
"Get up now, and get to my bedroom," Dad shouted.
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I peeked through half opened eyes and saw him standing in my doorway. He was
gripping Mom's wrist as if to keep her steady, but she looked placid, like she couldn't
care less about what was happening. Her eyes were cast down toward the floor and her
shoulders were bent at awkward angles from her slouching. Dad pulled her down the
hallway. I glanced at my clock; it was 3:00 a.m. In three hours I should be getting up for
school.
"Fuck," I said, rolling out of bed.
I pushed the cuffs of my pajama pants down my legs with my feet and grabbed
my sweatshirt from the end of my bed. Pulling it over my T-shirt, I stumbled out into the
hallway. I could hear Dad waking Lindsay up in the same forceful manner. I swallowed
hard, knowing that something big was getting ready to happen. For the past few months,
the house had felt different. Mom had stopped coming home for dinner and had begun
showing up close to ten and eleven o'clock at night. Dad had stopped setting a place for
her at the table. Dinner had been spent listening to each other chew instead of drawn out
conversations about our days. I can't remember where Mom went on weekends during
those months. I know she and Lindsay did a lot of "shopping;" they usually came home
empty-handed. I still spent most of my time running the woods or riding the dirt bikes
Lindsay and I had gotten for Christmas in 1998. Lindsay didn't ride hers much, and by
the time she had her driver's license, she didn't ride it at all, so her bike became mine by
default.
Turning right from my bedroom, I went through the office and up the three steps
that separated Lindsay's and our parent's bedrooms from the rest of the house. Lindsay

32

stood in our parent's bedroom doorway. Mom stood in between their bed and her dresser.
Dad sat on the bed. I didn't know what to do, so I lingered by Lindsay, who wouldn't
make eye contact with me.
Dad looked up at me. "Your mother has decided she doesn't want to be here
anymore. That phone call she got the other night was from her boyfriend."
"Stop, Sonny," Mom said.
"Why?" he asked.
"Because. It's too much for her. For both of them," she said.
"You've been carting Lindsay off on the weekends to shop. But, you've really
been looking for an apartment. Someplace to run to to get away from here." He turned
and looked at me. "And she's got one. A real catch over in the West End."
"Come on girls." Mom moved toward me and Lindsay, arms outstretched as if she
was going to usher us down the hallway.
"Where are you going?" Dad asked.
"Away," Mom said.
"I'm not leaving." My mouth was dry and the words scratched my throat as I said
them.
Mom looked at me.
"Melissa, just go get a bag--"
"No." I backed away from Mom.
"Then go into Lindsay's room while your Dad and I discuss this." She pinched the
back of my neck and turned me around, Lindsay leading the way into her room.
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Mom pulled the door shut from the outside, then closed her and Dad's bedroom
door. Lindsay climbed back under her covers and rolled onto her side to face her closet.
"You're going back to sleep? How can you sleep?" I asked.
She didn't answer. I stared at her for a few seconds before I heard Mom and Dad
next door. Pressing my ear against the wall that was adjacent to their bedroom, I could
hear them arguing.
"Because she doesn't want to go. That's why," Dad said.
"She doesn't know what she wants. She's twelve," Mom said.
"She's smarter than you think."
"So is Lindsay."
"Just leave, Martha. Leave. No one is stopping you. But you're not taking them
away from me, I can tell you that right now."
"They aren't safe around here with your temper. They need--"
"Safe? You don't think they're safe here? They've never been in harm's way
here. I don't raise my voice at them unless they're in real trouble or do something stupid,
which they haven't done in years. And you think you know what they need? Where have
you been these past months when Melissa needed help with her art projects? I helped
her, Martha. Don't think I'm incompetent because I work at home and live a simple life."
I pulled myself away from the wall. I knew I wouldn't live with Mom, and even
if she had a court order to take me, I'd run away. We didn't get along, and I doubted we
ever would. I had never been the princess she wanted and tried to force me to be.
Mom and Dad's bedroom door jerked open.
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"Where are you going?" Mom asked.
I cracked open Lindsay's door. Mom stepped to close it, but I slipped out before
she could grab the knob.
"Dad?" I ran down the hallway after him.
He stopped in the kitchen. "I'll be back Missa. I promise." He walked out the
storm door and hopped in his van.
I went to the door and could see a thin sheet of ice on his van's windshield.
Wiping the fog that had formed from my breath off the door, I watched him back up
slowly, his tires crunching over the snow and ice. Like a loyal dog, I ran to the living
room and looked out the picture window. Dad drove down the driveway and turned onto
route 360, heading toward Richmond, Virginia. The "Welcome to Amelia County" sign
that was in the median in front of our house was bright in the early morning hours. I
heard Mom coming down the hallway.
"What's Lindsay doing?" I asked her when I saw her reflection in the living room
picture window.
"In bed. Why don't you go back to bed?"
"No thanks. I'll wait on Dad." I drummed my fingers on the window sill.
"You can't stay at that window till he gets back. He might not be back for a
while. You'll get cold."
I felt her get close and inched away from her. She placed her arm around my
shoulders. My body felt like ice at her touch. I didn't want to be here with her. I wanted
to be with Dad. I wanted to wake up and see school was cancelled and spend the whole
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day running in and out of Dad's shop with the dogs. Mom steered me to the floral
patterned sofa, where we sat in silence for a few minutes.
"You'll be fine, Melissa. This is something that happens to some parents." She
pulled me toward her in an awkward hug that I tried resisting. "Sometimes Mommies and
Daddies just don't get along anymore and they need to separate."
I rolled my eyes. What am I? Four? Jesus Christ, Ijust want to go to bed and

pretend this isn't happening. J grabbed the remote and turned on the T.V. Channel 8
news was on. In the corner of the screen I could read it was 5:15 a.m. School closings
were already running across the bottom. I waited for "Private Schools" to come up and
held my breath. Please be closed Please be closed When "St. Edward-Epiphany
School--CLOSED" popped up, I smiled. Thank God.
"Awesome. I'm going to bed." I jumped off the sofa, went to my room, crawled
under the covers and prayed everything but school being closed had been a dream.
Some hours later, I heard Dad come home. I didn't get out of bed right away
because Mom met him in the kitchen.
"I've packed some things to take. Lindsay wants to go, too," she said.
"How's Melissa?" he asked.
"Upset."
"Where is she?"
"In bed."
He came in my room, quieter than before.
"School closed, huh? Bet that made your day." He sat on the edge of my bed.
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I rolled toward him and looked in his face. His eyes had deep circles under them
and he needed to shave. I didn't know what to say and I kept my covers tight under my
chin, hands gripping tightly to the folds. He was my best friend, but I was still mad he
had left me at home, that Mom had talked to me like I was a child, that I didn't know
what was going on or why. I never knew where he went and I never asked. I just wanted
it to be over.
"Look. I'm sorry about earlier. I was pissed. But, your Mom and I are going to
be fine, okay?" He put his hand on my shoulder.
Mom came in and stood at the foot of my bed. I shook my head 'yeah'.
"If you'd like to come with me and Lindsay you can. I'm packing some things
now. You wouldn't have to stay at the apartment, but if you want to see it you can come
and I'll get you back out here. There's a pool and a playground there," Mom said.
The remaining months of seventh grade were spent going to and from school,
always returning to Dad's. I think I may have gone to Mom's a couple weekends before
summer came, but I didn't really want to. She lived the fast life, the pretty life, the
"keeping up with the Jones's" life. Everything always had to be better, cost more or at
least look expensive. Her money never went toward the house. It only went toward
herself. With Dad it was so much easier. Life for him wasn't consumed with material
goods, but morals and rules. He believed that most people deserved a second chance, and
that if you didn't have anything nice to say to someone, then you shouldn't say anything
at all. Lindsay and I grew up hearing "everything has a place and should be in it," "if it's
worth doing, then it's worth doing right," "there's a difference between 'I want
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something' and 'I need something,"' and "always have money for a rainy day." Lindsay
blew these rules off and lived like Mom. Her bedroom stayed messy until Dad jumped
on her to clean it up, and she always bought clothes she didn't need, but thought were
cute and made her butt look good. I didn't, and by the time I was thirteen I had two
thousand dollars from birthday's, Christmas's, Easter's, and report cards with good
grades saved away in Dad's safe earning me the nicknames "tight-pockets," "squirrel,"
and "hoarder."
Dad's fifteen acres were so much more peaceful than the city atmosphere Mom
moved to. I preferred running barefoot through freshly mown grass to walking around an
asphalt playground, staring at the other apartment kids who considered me an outsider,
someone they couldn't trust. A tall boy about two or three years older than myself
appointed himselfthe leader ofall kids in the building Mom lived in. Each day I was at
Mom's he badgered me to join him in a roller blade race. He finally left me alone when I
agreed to the race, beat him and shoved his face in the dirt.
Lindsay had been spending a lot oftime with Mom, only coming to Dad's to keep
him from thinking she was following Mom's path ofaccumulated debt and dysfunctional
lifestyle. My thirteenth birthday that June had been awkward. It was the perfect example
ofpeople not talking about the elephant in the room. Mom showed up, her brown hair
dyed blonde, and acted too happy in my opinion, but I guessed that everyone was trying
to make the day about me and not draw attention to the divorce.
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Early that August, I walked up Dad's driveway after checking the mailbox for an
order from Fox Racing, Co. I flipped through his bills and bank statements, and found a
letter addressed to me from Mom. The return address read "Father Martin's Ashley, 800
Tydings Lane, Havre de Grace MD 21078." I ran in to Dad's upholstery shop. He was
bent over his cutting table pulling staples out of a set of slip seats.
"Dad?" I asked.
"Yeah," he said.
"What's this?" I held up the letter for him to see.
He squinted at me through his glasses. "Let me see that." He set down his staple
puller and grabbed the letter.
"It's written in Mom's handwriting. Why?" I hopped onto the cutting table.
"Because it's from her. Here, open it."
I took the letter, flipped it over and pulled out three sheets of flower print paper on
which Mom's loopy handwriting explained why she had taken herself to Father Martin's
Ashley help center.
"What's a 'help center'?" I asked.
"She's at a rehab place. She mentioned she was going to one, but I didn't think
she'd really check herself in."
"Why?"
"Because she's crazy, Melissa. Your mother has a lot of problems that have
nothing to do with me or the divorce. Obviously, she felt she needed someone else to fix
these problems for her." He went back to pulling staples.
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"Can I look it up online?" I started walking out of the shop.
"Sure. Is there a number for the place in her letter?"
"No." I glanced through the letter one more time. "She says at the end she'll call
when she can, but she has to be cut off from everyone for a couple of weeks first."
He didn't say anything. I went to the house, to the office Mom had used for the
past twelve years and logged online to find out what Father Martin's Ashley really was
and maybe figure out why Mom decided she needed their help. It was an eighty-five-bed
rehab center for alcoholism and drug addiction "located on a serene, 147-acre campus on
the banks of the Chesapeake Bay in Maryland." Their pastel-colored website made it
look like a vacation destination. Sitting back in the computer chair, I couldn't figure out
why Mom was there. As far as I knew, and as far as Dad knew when I asked him, Mom
wasn't an addict of anything except disorganization.
In her letter she asked me to write back as soon as I could. Why? You didn t tell
me you were leaving. You just left. Just like in February. I skimmed her letter again.

The physical letter explained why I hadn't heard from her in days and why Lindsay had
been staying at Dad's.
Mom wrote in the body of the letter that she'd been there since July 27th, that she
didn't know when she would be home, and that she would write as often as she could.
She did write. Once, twice, sometimes three times a week by the dates on her letters.
The woman who wrote them was foreign to me.
Dear Melissa,
I loved reading your last letter. Yes, I'm doing okay. I share a room with
three other women. One of the girls isn't that much older than you. She's in here for
drug addiction. I never want you to go through what she's going through. Today I didn't
40

think I could finish lunch, but they have orderlies who stay with us until we eat
everything on our plates. I thought I was going to explode! I'll try and call you Friday
night during call hours. How is Lindsay doing? I miss you so much, and I love you
more.
Love,
Mom:-)
What threw me off about Mom's letter was her complaint about being forced to
eat her food. I had never noticed Mom not wanting to eat, and looking back I have a hard
time labeling her as someone with an eating disorder. She also spoke of being forced to
take pills that made her hungry. She spoke of group counseling sessions during which
she heard teenage girls admit attempted suicide, girls who ran away from home because
they felt unloved only to end up on the streets searching for the unknown. She pleaded
that I wouldn't become the women she was around. She wrote how much she loved me
in each letter. She wrote that she was keeping a journal and how she remembered that
when I was little, I kept one everyday, sometimes only writing a sentence or two, or
drawing a picture, or pasting in a photograph from that day. She asked why I stopped
journaling. She said she was healing herself so that she could be a better mother.

Dear Mom,
I'm doing okay. So's Lindsay. I'm sorry they're making you take pills
that make you eat. I don't get why, but I guess you'll explain it to me later. Your
apartment's fine. Lindsay goes by there after school before she comes to Dad's. I'm
nervous about school. You know I don't have many friends, and I wish you and Dad
would let me go somewhere else. I hope you're home soon. I miss you.
Love,
Melissa
I tried to be as vague as I could in my letters. I didn't want her to know that I was
enjoying days at Dad's because I didn't know ifl was enjoying life because she was gone
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or not. Because I felt she was someone different in the letters, I didn't know how to
respond except with what she would want to hear. I wrote to her that I found a new path
in the woods and how odd this was since I'd traveled them on my own since I was seven.
I wrote that I cut my foot on a rock in the river and had to hop the quarter of a mile back
to the house, leaving a blood trail the whole way. I told her that in school I still struggled
with all my classes and that school sucked because I still felt alienated from the other
girls, even though we'd been together for six or more years. I wrote that the dogs were
doing okay, that Dad drove me by her apartment when her friends or Lindsay couldn't go
by to check on her cats. I wrote that I missed her and didn't understand why she was at
the Ashley place. She never wrote a valid reason why she was there and never told me
when I asked after she got home.
Mom came home that December. I went to visit her at her apartment. I agreed to
stay the night, to see how things went. I don't remember what we did. I know it was
awkward.
"So, Mom, what's this Ashley place anyway?" I asked.
Lindsay sat next to me on Mom's sofa and kicked my leg. "Don't ask about that ,"
she whispered.
"It's fine, Lindsay," Mom said. She stood in the kitchen flipping through a phone
book. "So, ladies, what's for dinner?"
"Mom?" I asked.
"Yes?"
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"What's the Ashley place?"
"A clinic. How about pizza?"
"Sounds good," Lindsay said.
"A clinic for what?" I asked.
"Just a clinic. Kind of like a religious retreat place. A place to rest and get in tune
with yourself." She grabbed her purse and keys. "Who's riding?"
"I'll go." Lindsay stood and walked out of the apartment.
"Melissa?" Mom asked.
"No, I'll stay here."
"Okay, we'll be right back." She walked out of the apartment.
I sat on the sofa and waited until I heard her car pull out of the parking space
before I went to her room to see if she had any information from Father Martin's Ashley
'clinic.' She'd been home for a week and still hadn't full unpacked. Sticking out of one
of her bags was the comer of a floral patterned journal; the pattern looked like the blue
and pink flowers on Dad's sofa. I pulled it out and flipped through the pages. It was a
journal she had kept while at Ashley. The first page had "Martha Clampitt: Group B"
penciled in large letters. The only other page I can remember was one on which she
wrote: "I love both my daughters very much. But my relationship with Melissa, my
youngest, feels detached. She is so different from Lindsay that at first I never knew how
to connect with her. I still don't. Maybe this is because she wasn't supposed to be. That
Sonny hadn't let me get an abortion. That he had forced her existence. She's his child.
Not mine." That date was August 17, 2000.
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I asked Dad about it later, months later. I needed it to roll around in my head. I
needed it to disappear. Dad said it was all lies. That Mom was crazy. That I was
planned; "We didn't use any protection," he said. He told me she would always be
someone I would never understand. That she had written a different history for herself
because hers seemed too harsh to her. I believed him, like always, because he had always
been realistic with me. But it didn't stop me from imaging what life would be like had I
not been born. Lindsay would be an only child. Dad wouldn't have a tomboy that hung
around the shop every chance she got. Morn wouldn't be frustrated that I wouldn't wear
dresses or makeup or that I scraped my knees and wore ripped jeans on a daily basis.
Maybe they'd still be together. Maybe not.

Six years later, at age nineteen, I burned every letter Mom had written. I had held
onto them for six whole years trying to put the pieces together, hiding them in the back
comer of my closet so Dad wouldn't find them. I didn't want him to know that I kept
them, that I still thought about that year everyday. Trying to find answers between the
lines. But I couldn't. And I couldn't keep opening the scabs reading them once,
sometimes twice a month. I carried the stack, about forty letters in all, to the Fourth of
July bonfire Dad had built. We were setting off fireworks and hanging around the fire to
keep warm. He had friends over, but looking back they seem a blur. I remember sitting
down on the grass and laying the stack in front of me. I reread each one before I placed
them one at a time in the fire. As I placed each letter in the fire, I envisioned each version
of Morn I had had over the years.
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Mom 1: A woman who spent two hours in front of her dresser mirror getting
ready for work, wearing the "in" fashion of the time.
Mom 2: The biker chick. Faux leather vests and jeans worn to AA meetings and
church gatherings.
Mom 3: I need your hair. She had become obsessed not long after the divorce
with my strawberry-blonde hair color. While shopping for groceries, she dragged me
down the hair dye aisle and held box after box of blonde dye to my hair looking for the
closest match.
Mom 4: If I can't have your hair, then you'll have mine. After finding a blonde
that was as close as she could get to my hair color, she took me to a hair salon and
instructed them to cut my long, stringy hair to match her shoulder length hair. I was in
such shock that I didn't have time to stop the hairdresser before she had already made the
first cut. I watched strands fall to the floor; it felt like I was losing limbs.
Mom 5: I need that and that and that. ... The mother that bought everything she
didn't need and buried herself in debt.
Mom 6: It was your father's fault, not mine.
I didn't move until they had all become ash. I didn't have to look at them
anymore. I stopped trying to figure out why she had checked herself in and attributed
everything to her being crazy in some form or another. I didn't feel as if I really knew
her and it left me
wondering if I knew who I was in relation to her.
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Logs popped in the fire sending sparks in all directions. My eyes burned from the
heat. Once the letters were completely unrecognizable I stood and stretched. Dad's
friends were now strewn around the yard, tipsy or drunk, staring into the sky at the illegal
fireworks Dad was setting off in our field. The air felt cold, and as I walked back toward
the house I felt rain droplets on my head.
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Mixing the Personal with the Professional
Sitting at one end of the conference table, I looked at my new colleagues. Carter
Ritchie, leader of the Ritchie Team at RE/MAX Allegiance, sat across from me. He
looked like Black Beard the Pirate--heavy and his hair was shaggy. I had been informed
by his wife Lynley, sitting to his right, that his hair was only shaggy because he was in a
beard growing contest with some friends, and it would be shaved April 15, 2011. Lynley
was plump with short brown hair that cupped her face, and her eyes always seemed alert
even when she was tired. Looking at Lynley, I would never have thought she had once
been a dance teacher and choreographer in her earlier days. I liked her from the
beginning because she always said what was on her mind, and she never wore much
makeup.
Mom sat on my right wearing clogs, jeans, and a plain long sleeve black top.
Lately, I had noticed her wearing more and more black tops and figured she was still
uncomfortable with her weight. Weight gain had been a problem for her for as long as I
could remember. She had been on every diet there was and tried every workout program
she could; but, she never stuck with them and never saw any results. Mary, the last
member of the team, sat between Carter and Mom. She had a loud personality and
looked like she grew up on the coast. Her dirty blonde hair was thrown up into a messy
bun and she sat picking at a piece of chocolate crumble cake from Panera that Carter had
bought for that morning's meeting.
"Martha, I just want to reiterate how happy we are to have you joining our team,"
Carter said. "And we're really happy you've brought Melissa along as well."
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I smiled. Mom had recently met Carter while looking for a house for one of her
clients. He happened to ask how her business was doing; that opened the flood gates, and
she had begun complaining about being overwhelmed and a lack of support from her
broker. So, he offered to make her a part of his realtor team. I was allowed to follow
because I was Mom's administrative assistant and Carter wanted one for his whole team.
"We're so excited to be here, too," Mom said.
"Well, let's get down to business." Carter leaned forward. "I wanted to use part of
this meeting to talk about our retreat that will hopefully be happening at the end of
April."

A retreat. Really? Y'all can't even afford to pay me, yet. Mom can't afford to pay
me on time. And you 're talking about a retreat? And on top ofthat Mom hasn't even been
with you a.full month yet, so where's her money coming.from?
"Lynley and I were thinking that the Caribbean would be a great place for us to
go. I've done some calculations, and it'll cost about seven hundred to a thousand dollars
apiece for the entire trip depending on where we fly out from."
Mom's eyes squinched and a crease formed in her forehead.
"I know what you're thinking, Martha. But, I think we can do it," Carter said.
The rest of the meeting was spent talking about how many homes they each
needed to sell a month to go on the retreat. Mom began scribbling things she needed to
do that day, how many houses she needed to sell that month, and a reminder to ask her
long-term boyfriend of about nine years, Richard, if he wanted to go to the Caribbean. I
reached toward her pad of paper and wrote, "check airline/airport baggage policies" next
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to which she wrote "Melissa." I stared at my name and realized what it meant. I wanted
to shout, "I'm not your fucking personal assistant. I'm here to help you with your work,
not your messed up life. You think you're important enough that you don't have to look
up this stuff on your own? I'm not even going to go with y'all and you're still trying to
give me one more shitty thing to do." But I didn't. I swallowed what I wanted to say and
daydreamed about being at home instead of at
RE/MAX.
Once they finished, we went back to the Ritchie Team office. Lynley sat at her
desk and began typing away. Carter and Mary began returning phone calls. Mom turned
toward me.
"Okay, Melissa. Here's what we have to do. We need to get the site updated, post
on Craigslist, get marketing mail out, and--"
"Yeah, Mom. I know what to do. Trust me."
"First, you need to clean this mess up. I have no idea who created it, though."
She giggled.
Her desk was completely covered with either trash or files spilling their papers. I
had worked for Mom on and off for the past two years, and she hadn't changed. I still
had to clean up her mess in order to begin working.
"Yay," I said.
Mom smiled at me like a school girl on the first day of summer vacation. It was a
joke for her.
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I had hoped that having a real working office would help her stay clutter-free, but
my hopes died each day I showed up to help her. It didn't take much to pull a file out, do
what needed to be done, and then put it back where it came from. In fact, it would save
me time, which would mean I would be able to do more work for her. But she didn't get
that. She saw me as a personal assistant, not an administrative assistant. Someone to run
around behind her and clean up her mess, not an equal who was there to help with
paperwork.
Working with Mom I had whirlwind days that left me exhausted. I would do
everything that she had trained me to do--upload new homes to her website and into the
Multiple Listing System used by all realtors, cross-check tax records with the list of
people she had pulled to send marketing mail to in order to make sure their homes
weren't up for sale, fill out all necessary forms for any new buyers or listings she had,
update the front office on any new contracts or temporary withdrawals she had, post
homes on Craigslist, and sift through her e-mail to make sure there weren't any important
e-mails or documents floating in there that she had ignored--and then wait for her to find
something else for me to do. I had a hard time not mixing the personal with the
professional.
As I cleaned her desk, I was thrown into the past. The clutter resembled the
dresser she had had when she and Dad were still together. Her jewelry, make-up,
hairbrushes, hairdryer and loose change covered the dresser top. The disorganization
drove Dad nuts--it was one of the reasons they were unable to stay together.
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Mom used to make me stand in front of this same dresser and stare into its mirror
while she combed my hair for school. I remember the way her brush ripped through my
long, stringy strawberry blonde hair bringing tears to my eyes.
"Ma, it hurts," I said.
"Beauty is pain. Your hair is too long to lay flat all day at school. It needs to be
in a ponytail." She pulled the brush harder forming the tight ponytail that made the back
of my skull ache.
"I don't feel good. I'm hungry." My knees would get weak, and I'd feel drained
because I rarely got to eat before she started this fight with my rat nest hair.
"You'll be fine. Hold still while I spray." Picking up her can of hairspray, she let
loose.
A cloud formed around my head as I inhaled the fumes. My tongue became
coated in its stickiness. I knew that the eggs Dad had fixed for me were getting cold on
the kitchen table and would taste just like this hairspray--bitter and acidic.
"There," she said.
I looked in the mirror. She stood behind me, her hands on my shoulders, looking
down, not into my eyes, but at her finished product.
"Can I go?" I asked.
"Yes." She pursed her lips at my lack of enthusiasm.
Once out of her sight, I touched the top of my head. It felt like cement. My hair
had been glued.
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"There, I'm done cleaning, so I'm going to do the other things I need to do.
Okay?" I looked at Mom who now sat in the small adjoining lounge/coffee room.
"Actually, I just remembered that we need to do paperwork for RE/MAX so that
they have my listings on file." She stood and walked toward the desk where I sat.
"Lynley, do you think you could show Melissa what to do?"
"Sure," Lynley said. "Come here and I'll show you how to access the forms and
how to fill them out. Martha, I'll write down everything they need and you can pull it
from the files."
"Wouldn't it just be easier for Melissa to do it all?"
Jesus Christ, Mom, you want me to wipe your nose, too? At least attempt to do
something other than return phone calls and answer e-mails, especially since I have zero
clue as to what y'all are talking about.
"Well, if you pull the stuff from the files and Melissa fills out the forms, it'll go
quicker," Lynley said.
Thank you, Lynley!
Mom began pulling the files out that I had just put away, which made me cringe
because I had a feeling I'd be putting them away again, not her. Lynley pulled up the
forms I needed to fill out and walked me through each one. They were surprisingly easy
considering I didn't know the real estate language well. Nineteen properties needed each
of these forms to be filled out by that evening. It was ten a.m. Mom began pulling out
listing agreements, addendums, waivers, disclosures, and summary-of-rights forms while
I filled each of my forms out for the properties.
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As a team, Mom and I worked from ten until two; the first time in two years we'd
ever worked as a team.
"Oh my god, I need to eat," I said.
Pushing the papers away, I stood and stretched.
"I guess I should eat, too, huh?" Mom asked.
"Might help keep you going." I started walking toward the kitchen just down the
hall from our offices.
Mom, Lynley, and I made sandwiches and returned to the office to eat. Mom kept
working, Lynley checked her Facebook page, and I reclined in a lounge chair.
"Mom, the world's not going to end if you stop for thirty minutes to eat," I said.
I could see her struggle hard not to roll her eyes. I was a firm believer that breaks
in the day weren't evil, that they kept you going and you could get more work done that
way instead of working for a straight twelve hours (her normal routine).
She smiled, took a deep breath and said, "I know."
It worried me that she worked so hard so much. She was the definition of a
workaholic. And over the years her health had steadily gotten worse. She continued to
gain weight claiming that she couldn't keep it off no matter how hard she tried. I never
asked how much she weighed out of respect, but I had a hunch that she fell near the obese
line, especially for a fifty-one-year-old. I would always swallow my retort of "following
a light chicken salad dinner with chocolate cake doesn't help either." She and I shared
the same thyroid disease which makes losing weight extra hard but not impossible. For
her fifty-first birthday she wanted a Wii Fit, so Lindsay and I got her one. But, I'm
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skeptic as to whether it really works. Dad raised me to believe that fresh air and running
around, not bouncing around in one spot, made you lose weight. My concern, however
much she fluffed it off, had always been genuine. Her mother had her first stroke in her
fifties and it led to more strokes and multiple heart attacks and eventually her death at age
seventy-eight.
Mom continued to work.
"Really, Mom, just take fifteen minutes to yourself," I said.
"Yeah, Martha. I'm not working, either," Lynley said.
Mom pushed her work away. "Okay."
You listen to her, but not your own child?
"Melissa, you look so pretty today," Mom said.
"You sound shocked." I took a bite of my sandwich.

''No."
"The shirt's one of Lindsay's that she didn't want anymore. These are the jeans
she bought for me while y'all were out on your after-Christmas shopping spree and the
shoes she and I bought a couple years ago so I'd have black flats." Mom had made sure
to tell me multiple times that working at RE/MAX wouldn't be like working at her home
like we had for the past couple of years. I actually had to dress like a professional. I
knew deep down she didn't think I could. It wasn't a matter of not being able to; it was
more the fact that I didn't like to.
"Well, you put them together really well," she said.
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I finished my lunch and started working again. By six that evening, my eyes were
sore and the words on the forms were blurry, but we were close to the end. Lynley, Carter
and Mary left. Mom said I could go too if I wanted.
"No," I said.
"Really. You don't have to stay here. T'll finish this up."
"Okay. First, Lynley showed me, not you, how to do the forms. So, I'd have to
show you how to do them. And second, ifl leave now, then you'll be here till midnight.
So, no. I'm staying and we're finishing this mess."
"Okay."
I was so angry with her. We should have been done hours ago, but because she
was so disorganized, she couldn't find the current paperwork for the houses quick
enough. Each file she pulled out had paper jammed into it, none of it in any kind of
order. Page one of a listing agreement would be next to a receipt of that home's termite
inspection, which was next to the Authorization to Release Information paper. As she
found each item, I put them in new folders labeled "current," and placed them back inside
their corresponding folders, hoping that she would keep utilizing this system. (She
didn't.)
"Look, ifl do decide to stay--" I said.
"But, you are going to stay."

What, you 're deciding my future now?
"Mom, I hate real estate. I hate people. I don't want to do what you do."
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"But, you don't have to. Carter wants someone in here from nine to five each day
and you could get your real estate license so that when we needed to show houses we
could just send you. That way we'd still be getting work done here at the office."
"Okay. But, back to what I was saying. If I stay, I'm definitely pulling nine to
fivers. No twelve-hour days."
As we continued to work, I kept thinking about why I was doing this. When
asked whether or not I'd work for her, I said, "Sure," without thinking. It had been an
instinctual reaction, one that I would look back on for a while. Mom and I hadn't had the
best of relationships. After she left Dad, I had spent as little time with her as possible;
she rarely had food and never spent time with me when I did visit her. Through my high
school years she seemed like an out-of-state relative; she never came to my basketball
games, never picked me up from dances to spend the weekend with her, never showed
her face unless asked by Dad. During college she would send packages to my dorms and
apartment, even though she only lived forty-five minutes away. When I decided to
further my education and get my master's degree, she had been thrilled, but often said,
"Are you done yet? I just need you to get your license so you can do the crap I don't want
to do."
After ten or so more minutes of working, Mom asked, "You are thinking about it,
though, right?"
'"Bout what?" I asked without looking up.
"Getting your license."
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"Oh." I contemplated my answer. Looking up to meet her gaze, I said, "I guess
so. I mean, with the way the job market is going, it's not like I'm going to find a
different job right away, and I'm going to have all my school loans to pay back. The only
down side is they don't offer insurance or retirement plans."
"You can stay on my insurance until you're twenty-six, and you can do your own
retirement plan."

I don Y want to stay on your insurance. I hate being dependent on that.
"Yeah, well, I just want to do it on my own and this is the only option I have right
now. So, I guess to answer your question, yeah, I'll probably get my license."
"Do you have much money saved?" she asked.
"Um." I pretended to count on my fingers.
I hated talking about money with her. It was one of the most uncomfortable
subjects we could talk about. At age eight, my paternal grandmother had set aside a CD
for me. The money was to be used for college. Because I had been a minor, Granny had
to put one of my parents as guardian of the money until I turned eighteen. Naturally, she
chose Dad since he was her son. I didn't find out until I was eighteen that Dad no longer
possessed this money. That right before Mom left, she had had the CD changed so she
was the guardian, so she had access to the five thousand dollars that was to be mine.
When I turned eighteen, I walked into First Market bank and asked for the CD.
The clerk tried to find it, but neither Martha Clampitt nor Melissa Clampitt appeared on a
CD in her system.
"Are you sure you have the right bank?" Her heavy mascara eyes pierced mine.
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I walked out and drove back to Dad's, where I picked up the house phone and
dialed Mom's Powhatan number.
"Hey, sweetie," she said.
"Hey. Look, Mom, I wanted to ask you something."
"What's that?" I could hear her typing in the background.
"Mom, I need my money." I avoided asking in order to get right down to it.
"What money?" Her fingers stopped typing.
"The money Granny set aside for me when I was eight."
"You're not supposed to know about that."
I froze. Her defenses were up.
"We have it on video-tape, remember? It was Christmas and we were at
Granny's. And I opened an envelope with the money in it."
"Why were you looking at the tapes?" The longer she could avoid giving me an
answer, the longer she had to make up an excuse.
"I was burning the tapes to DVD's for Dad. Look, I just need that money. So,
can you give it to me?"
"What do you need it for?"
"I just need it." I didn't want to tell her it was because I didn't think she had it,
that I believed she had spent the money.
"It's supposed to be for college, or a house. Not for you to just spend away."
"I know, but college is in the Fall. So, I need it." I played with the phone cord,
hoping she wouldn't prove my assumption.
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"Look, sweetie, I need to go. Let me call you later."
"Okay. Fine."
She hung up. I hung Dad's phone up, wondering why she did it, why she stole
from me. Dad held the only clues to her actions.
"She used to do it all the time," he said.
"Steal from us? Why didn't you do anything?" I asked.
''Not really from you or Lindsay or me. But when my mom would give her
money to take y'all out shopping for Christmas gifts, your mom would keep some for
herself."
"Why?"
"Because, she's greedy. Say Granny gave your mom a hundred dollars for you
and a hundred for Lindsay. Your mom would make it fifty for each of you and keep a
hundred for herself, claiming what clothes or toys y'all got really cost two hundred."
I couldn't believe he was telling me this. But Dad never lied. He had always
tried to be as realistic as possible with me, and at eighteen I needed waking up. I needed
to know who Mom really was. A week after our phone conversation a five-thousand
dollar check showed up in the mail at Dad's--no note, no explanation, no 'I'm sorry.'
"I think I have about a thousand dollars in Dad's house safe. I kept it there so I
wouldn't spend it." I turned back to my work.
"Do you still have that CD money?"
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"Yeah." I could hear the cogs in her head turning and calculating that I had
approximately six thousand dollars. Knowing that I had money saved away, even if I
couldn't get to it all, gave her reason to not pay me on time.
A few hours later we finally finished the paperwork. We left the building at nine.
"Okay, Mom, I guess I'll see you in a couple of days. I need some time to work
on my thesis."
"Oh, I just cannot wait until you're done." She hugged me and climbed into her
Lexus.
"Yeah. Me neither." I got into my Prism.
I watched her pull out and head in the opposite direction I was going. I started my
car and pulled onto Route 360 and headed home.
"Though, it's not for the same reasons as you," I added.
As I drove, I kept the radio silent and debated my situation. Working for Mom is
definitely not my ideal job. But, what else is out there? The job market is really poor
right now and I might have an opportunity to move up ifI stay with the Ritchie Team.
Also, I need money to pay back my student loans. Pros: they have said they'll pay me
about fifteen dollars an hour as a start, I'll have a prettyflexible schedule and my own
office. Cons: they don't offer any benefits, so I have to get my own insurance and start
my own retirement fund ifI want any chance of getting out of the business. Working with
family can really suck.
I rolled these thoughts around in my head as I drove home, knowing I didn't have
any other options, yet.
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My Sister Tried to Kill Me
By the time I was in first grade, my older sister, Lindsay, and I would spend long
afternoons sprawled on our backyard head to head, blades of grass peeking between our
toes, wondering what it would be like to have been only children. Once, when Lindsay
was fourteen and I was ten, we were lying on the backyard, exhausted from running
through the woods all morning. We lay on the edge of the giant oak tree's shadow, rope
swings swaying in the light breeze, keeping ourselves warm in the early September sun.
After talking back and forth using 'weird' and 'lonely' over and over to describe
the life we didn't know, I asked, "What about animals?"
"Same thing. Our dogs get lonely when they're by themselves. Animals need to
be in pairs, too." I felt her shift her body on the grass.
"So, if we only had one dog, it'd get like depressed and stuff'cause it'd be
alone?"
"Yeah."
"Yeah. I'm never having just one pet."
"Me neither. Dogs and cats need to have a match."
I rolled onto my stomach and looked down into her face. "What about fish?"
"We don't own any fish." I couldn't tell if she was squinting against the sunlight
or my close face.
"Yeah, but what if we did? I mean, they spend all day in a tank just swimming
around and around and around. Don't they need something to spark up their lives?"
"I guess you're right." She rolled onto her stomach to face me.
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"Pinky swear." I stuck out my right pinky finger.
"W hat?"
"Pinky swear that you'll never have just one animal."
"Okay." She twisted her right pinky around mine. "I solemnly pinky swear that I
will never have just one dog, cat, or fish."
"Ditto," I said.
We rolled onto our backs pushing our heads against each other again.
"You know I actually wanted to be an only child," she said.
"What?"
"Yeah. It's true. It was like a dream of mine to remain the only child. Then you
were born."
"You really wanted to be an only child?" I asked.
"Yup."
"But, you've always said it would have been lonely."
"Yeah, now I say that. But back then, when you were born, I wanted all the
attention. I literally spent every waking minute scheming how to get rid of you." She
laughed.
"Well, you obviously stopped trying since I'm here." I rolled back onto my
stomach. "Right?"
"Yeah. I stopped about the time you started school. I guess I figured that by
surviving for four years it proved you were okay."
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Thinking that once again she was playing with my too gullible nature, I jumped
up and ran to Dad--the one person in our family who always gave it to me straight.
"Dad," I said, entering the kitchen of our brick rancher.
"Hm." He looked up mid-bite from his potted meat sandwich.
"Lindsay says she didn't want me when I was born. That she tried to get rid of
me." Deep down I knew it had to be a lie, please be a lie.
"Yeah, those were long years because she was real persistent."
Lindsay stepped into the kitchen from outside. "Told you I wasn't lying. I really
didn't want you. I wanted to be an only child."
"What?" I looked from Lindsay to Dad. "What did she do?"
"Ha," Lindsay said. "Like everything I could to keep you in trouble. I had this
weird thought that Mom and Dad would send you off if you proved to be bad enough."
She walked past the fridge and sat across from Dad at our drop-leaf dining table.
I remained standing by the kitchen sink.
"I pushed you down those three stairs in the hallway a few times when I was four.
Until Dad figured out I was doing it on purpose. Never down the basement steps, though.
I wasn't that cruel."
"Dude, that's like thirteen steps to the basement. I would have died."
"It's a wonder you didn't get hurt down the three. You were only one, but you
proved to be Clampitt-tough." Dad stood and cleaned up his lunch. "I have to get back to
work."
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I took his seat at the table. As the back storm-door creaked shut, I turned to
Lindsay.
"What else?"
"Hm?"
"What else did you do?"
"Oh, well, I used to come wake you up in your room and get you to come sleep in
my bed. I'd say I was scared or something and you'd crawl right out of bed and follow
me. That was when you were two and three. I'd wait for you to fall asleep and then
scream for Mom, saying you were bothering me. She eventually figured it out." Lindsay
put her elbows on the table, cupping her head in her hands. "As you got older, I just did
the usual. Taking your toys and giving you less food than me. You know, "one fry for
you, three for me" kind of things. It'd make you so angry you'd hit me and I'd cry,
hoping Mom and Dad thought you were being mean."
"Did it work?" I asked.
"Obviously not. You never got shipped off elsewhere. Which is good. Because I
like having you around, now that I know you're not a bore," she said.

As we grew older, this conversation began to die from our thoughts. But when
our half-brother, the oldest of Dad's four children, had his only daughter in 1998, Lindsay
and I started the conversation again. We always felt bad that our niece, Toni-Lee, had
been, and according to our brother, would remain an only child. I remember when Toni
Lee was about four years old she asked my brother for a sibling. Instead of explaining
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why she couldn't have one--his poor income, his inability to hold down a steady job, the
fact that at thirty-two he was nowhere near owning his own home--he would simply say,
"No. Go play outside."
Lindsay and I may not have gotten along every waking moment, but at least we
had each other to play with. As our niece grew older, we often remarked that her lack of
interest in most everything was due to being an only child. Lindsay and I sparked each
other's imaginations. Through each other we experienced and learned about the world
outside of our front door.

After our parents divorced in February 2000, Lindsay chose to spend the majority
of her time with Mom at the apartment Mom rented in the Innsbrook area of Richmond,
Virginia, while I chose to stay with Dad in rural Amelia County, Virginia.
The one weekend Lindsay and I both stayed at Mom's, I felt like an only child.
While lying on Mom's oversized suede couch, flicking through hundreds of cable
channels showing sitcoms and cartoons I had never heard of, I heard Mom shout "I'm
going out" from her bedroom. I stared at the Asian artwork hanging above the television
on the off-white walls. The true meaning behind this phrase had always been a guess to
me, and it was usually what I thought about during commercial breaks until I heard her
come back between midnight and three in the morning.
Mom walked out of her bedroom, located behind the wall I was staring at,
wearing jeans and a plain top. This meant she couldn't be going to an important, fancy
place. Dressing right for your destination so you fit in had always been important to her.
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She didn't go to bars because she didn't like alcohol. She hadn't been dating anyone that
I knew of, although this seemed like the most feasible option since every time I asked for
a clearer description of what "going out" meant she just said "out." From my school
mates who also had divorced parents, I learned that this phrase had been used a lot when
one of their parents had met someone that they weren't ready to tell their children about.
Mom went to the bar counter that connected the living room and kitchen,
grabbing her keys and purse. I rolled off the sofa. She peered into the bedroom Lindsay
and I shared, which was by the main door of the apartment. One downside I had found to
the apartment had been that our bedroom was right next to the main door, which meant I
heard everything in the stairwell until I fell asleep.
"All right, I'm going out and I'll be back later." She headed to the door with me in
tow.
We passed mass-produced pictures of trees and flowers that hung on the walls.
"Where?" I asked.
She turned and planted a quick kiss on my forehead. I wiped the spot with my
palm trying to remove any lipstick. Lindsay came out of the bedroom and waved bye to
Mom before taking my place on the sofa.
"Out. Bye, Lindsay." She looked toward the living room where my older sister
sat flicking through the cable channels.
"Bye, Mom," Lindsay said.
"Bye, Melissa. Stay inside, and don't go out for anything." She opened the door.

66

"What about dinner? Lindsay can't cook, but she could drive me somewhere for
food," I said.
Turning around, she smiled at me with one hand still on the door knob.
"There's frozen lasagna in the freezer." She shut the door.
I walked to the living room and plopped on the sofa beside Lindsay. Frozen
lasagna had been all I had ever eaten at Mom's for lunch and dinner. Since she had been
in this apartment for almost three months, I assumed her selections would have branched
out.
I heard her car start in the parking lot. Lindsay walked out onto the balcony and
looking straight down, waved good-bye. She came back in and sauntered into our
bedroom.
"What are you doing?" I asked.
"Nothing," she said.
"Your face wouldn't be all smiles and your eyes all bright if you weren't doing
anything. You haven't been this happy looking since Mom and Dad split up." I followed
her into our bedroom, sitting down on one of the daybeds Mom had bought. In my
opinion, they were poor excuses for beds. They were the size of regular twin beds, which
I had never slept on in my life. Even as a small child I had had a double mattress. Each
daybed had backs to them that contained black metal bars. When I rolled over during the
night, I always hit my hands on them. The floor was more inviting to sleep on.
"I'm going out. What do you care?" She picked up her purse from her bed and
shoved past me, heading toward the main door.
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"Mom said stay in."
"She said, "stay in," to you. You can't drive for three more years. I can drive
now. Therefore, I'm going out with my friends. Something you ought to work on getting
this coming school year so you don't spend another summer sitting around by yourself."
"I wouldn't be sitting around ifI was at Dad's. I'd be outside, running around
with the dogs instead ofcooped up in this stupid excuse for a home."
"Then, go back to Dad's and I'll stay here." Her cheeks flushed. "Mom doesn't
care ifl go out whenever I want. And, I'll be home before she gets back, so it doesn't
matter anyway."
"How do you know? Do you know where she went?"
"Ofcourse I do. Mom and I are best friends. We tell each other everything." She
smirked. "But I'm not telling you where she went. Bye." She opened the door and
walked into the hallway.
"I'm hungry. At least drive me somewhere close to get something and then you
can go out." I followed her down the flights ofsteps to the parking lot.
"No way. I'm late and don't have time to serve your needs." She walked to her
Celica and got in.
I stood in the empty space where Mom's van had sat just minutes before, hoping
she'd roll her window down and tell me to jump in. As she drove off, Phish blaring
through closed windows, I walked back up the three flights ofsteps and into the
apartment. I closed and locked the door. Glancing at the rarely used bar-table that served
as the dining table, I went to the kitchen. At thirteen, I had a hard time climbing onto the
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bar chairs and still being close enough to the table not to drop food on the floor. But
Mom insisted that this was the chic that she needed. I never knew where she mustered up
the money to furnish the apartment, let alone the Maytag washer and dryer, her new bed
and mattress, and bedroom furniture. Adding the new bathroom necessities such as
towels that felt like down, I didn't know how she had enough for rent. She never told me
the exact amount, but I knew it was more than she could really afford. During this time,
she had been working at Dominion Power in a position that I could only relate to a
librarian/secret ary, though I never knew her proper title. Her Pier- I apartment was
beyond her salary.
The clock in the kitchen read 8:30 p.m. Opening the fridge I saw a single carton
of eggs with three left, week-old milk, an empty container of butter, and leftovers from an
unknown restaurant that smelled like a fish market. I dumped the milk down the sink and
shoved the empty carton, along with the leftovers, in the overflowing trashcan. Mom
could take care of that later. With frozen lasagna as my alternative, I chose to whip up
scrambled eggs, adding the now empty egg carton to the trash.
Nights alone in the apartment were both my favorite and least favorite times. I
would be able to do whatever I wanted inside, but Lindsay would come back in the
middle of the night, most likely drunk, and stumble into our room. Hopefully, she'd land
in her bed, not mine. Mom would come back when she felt like it and sleep till noon the
next day only to wake up and offer to take us shopping for things we didn't need. The
apartment felt more like a hotel room than another home.

69

I lay on the sofa with my bowl of eggs and began flicking through the channels
again, never watching a full show but trying to figure out when the quiet would be broken
by Lindsay or Mom.
Some hours later, I heard a loud radio in the parking lot and girls laughing and
shouting. I guessed it was Lindsay, so I went into our room to claim my bed for the
night. The laughing and shouting continued from the parking lot up the flights of stairs,
echoing off the hallway walls. Keys jingled outside the apartment door.
"Sh," I heard one girl say.
"I'm am shing," another said.
"Guys, stop pushing. I can't get the key in," Lindsay said.
I thought about getting up and letting them in, but decided I'd rather have a bed
for the night. Lindsay finally got the door open and the three girls stumbled in. I could
tell that plastic bags and glass bottles were set onto the dining table by the crinkles and
sounds of plastic and glass against wood. The smells of Taco Bell and beer quickly filled
the bedroom.
"Wow, Lindsay, your Mom's new place is awesome."
"Yeah, it's pretty cool."
"Where's Mariah?"
"Back here," Mariah shouted from what sounded like Mom's room, located at the
back of the apartment.
"Come on, let's eat," Lindsay said.
"Yeah," said the girl closest to our room.
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I heard someone come in the bedroom and thought it might be Lindsay. A second
later a heavy, drunk body landed on top of me.
"Oh, Lindsay, there's something in your bed," the girl said.
"Terah, that's my sister. Get out before you wake her up." Lindsay came in and
lifted Terah off me.
I lay in bed that night and listened to them eat and drink until Mom came home. I
raised up thinking that Lindsay was about to get in trouble, but instead Mom walked in
the apartment to cheers from the girls.
"Hey," they shouted in unison.
"Hey, girls. Here we go." I heard a soft crinkle sound.
A camera flash went off. Music was turned up in the living room. My existence
seemed to have been forgotten.
It would be the next weekend before I understood the extent of that night, and
where Mom had gone. Digging through the closet Lindsay and I shared, looking for a
lost sock, I found the picture that had the same date as the night Terah invaded my bed.
Lindsay sat in a semicircle with the two girls I'd never met but who were most likely
from her high school. Lindsay held a bowl and lighter in her hands, while one of the
other girls held up a half full Ziploc bag of pot. The girl with empty hands lay with her
back to the floor laughing. Only three girls had entered the apartment. Then Mom. It
had to have been Mom who took the picture.
After finding the photograph I quit spending time at Mom's apartment. I figured
it would be better to be an only child than spend time where I was ignored.
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The only times I saw Lindsay after I decided to limit my time at the apartment
were when she reluctantly returned to spend time with Dad. They didn't have a bad
relationship, but at the time, the fast-paced city life suited Lindsay better then the slow,
laid-back country life. Most of her friends lived close to Mom, and during high-school,
Lindsay conformed her outer self to mirror those girls. Her clothes changed from simple
T-shirt and jeans outfits to Sex and The City styles of outfits bought at the most expensive
shops in Richmond, Virginia. Her childhood inquisitive self was replaced with a
"whatever, as-if' Valley Girl attitude.
During her college years, she slowly began to return to that childhood self. After
spiraling into a deep depression over the death of one of our family dogs, whom Lindsay
had loved like her own child, she pulled herself together and began thinking more about
staying connected with home, rather than running from it. By the time she graduated
from College of Charleston in South Carolina in 2004 and moved to Charlotte, North
Carolina with the man who is now husband, I felt she was beginning to remember her
roots. From 2004 to 2011, her clothes remained chic, but they had a hint of country. She
hunted flee-markets for vintage style clothes (a hobby she had given up in high-school),
reconnected with country and classic rock music, and visited home each chance she got.

My cell phone vibrated on the desk chair next to my bed. I could hear my
roommate stir in her bed. Flipping my phone open, I instinctively read the
date--03/07/07.
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"Hello?" I whispered.
"Melissa," Dad said.
I jumped out of bed and slipped into the dorm hallway, glancing at my clock on
the way out. It read 6:05 a.m.
"What's wrong?" I asked.
"Your mom called me, and I couldn't understand her, but I think you need to
come on." He didn't need to explain. I knew what he meant. When Mom got severely
upset she became incoherent and made no sense.
"I'm leaving now." I hung up and went back into my room.
My roommate, whether really asleep or faking, was still in her bed. I wrote a note
explaining why I was leaving this early in the morning, grabbed my keys and wallet from
my dresser and left in my pajamas. Jumping three steps at a time, barefoot, I pushed my
way out the back door of my dorm, causing a campus worker to slam on the brake of his
go-kart buggy, and sprinted from the middle of campus to my parked car four blocks
away.
Since my maternal grandmother had been in the hospital for three days already, I
had packed my car the previous day just in case. Mom had kept me from coming to visit
Granny in the hospital, saying that because it was the week before Spring Break I needed
to focus on my school work and that Granny had been improving each day. Finally
reaching my car, hands shaking, I managed to unlock it and speed the thirty minutes from
Longwood University's rural campus in Farmville, Virginia, to Dad's home in Amelia for
a bathroom break, praying that Granny would wait on me.
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I was in and out of Dad's in two minutes, pecking him on the cheek as he offered
me toast, which I declined. The hospital Granny was in was about forty minutes from
Dad's, give-or-take traffic. As I drove down his driveway, I dialed Mom's sister, Linda,
on her cellphone.

"Hello?" Linda answered her phone.

"Linda, it's Melissa. I just left Dad's and I'm on my way, but I need the room
number."

There was a pause during which she sighed.

"Honey, I'm sorry." She didn't need to say anything else, but I wanted more.
"When?"
"It was real early this morning. After your mom, Richard and Lindsay left.
Grampaw and I were still here when she coded."
"Where's everyone going?" I stopped at the stop sign just passed Dad's driveway.
"My house. The back door's open, so if you get there before us, just let yourself
m. "
.

"Okay. Bye." Pulling onto Route 360, I kept the radio off and drove just under
the speed limit. Cars that passed me seemed to be going three times as fast. I felt that if
someone took a picture my car would be the only visible one, leaving the others blurred
lines.
I got there before everyone else and let myself in. Not long after the storm door
shut, I heard Linda's Mazda pull in the driveway. I met her in the kitchen where we
hugged. Her boy-style hair was greasy from not showering, and her olive skin looked
paler than it should. Dark circles were under her eyes.
"Where's Lindsay?" I asked.
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Lindsay had been living in Charlotte, North Carolina. We hadn't seen each other
since Christmas, and I always looked forward to seeing her, sometimes even getting
giddy as she drove up the driveway. But not this time.
"With your mom and Richard. They'll be here soon," she said.
She went to the hall bathroom, and I went to her living room, slumping down on
the sofa.
Mom's car pulled in the driveway, and I heard the back door open again.
"Linda? Melissa?" Mom called.
"I'm in here," I said. "Linda's in the bathroom."
Lindsay came in the living room wearing her favorite wool jacket and yoga pants.
"It's seventy degrees outside. Aren't you hot?" I asked.
She glared at me.
"I'm sorry. I forgot." Granny had given her the jacket the Christmas before.
She sat down next to me on the sofa. There was no emotion in her face. She
wasn't wearing any makeup, which was odd because she never left the house without it,
but tear lines streaked her face. Her hair was greasy and in a messy bun. Her bloodshot
eyes looked drained dry.
"I'm sorry," I said, apologizing for the loss of her best friend.
Granny had never left the house without fixing herself, which meant anything
from a quick change of clothes to redoing her hair and makeup. Since Lindsay had been
the oldest, these traits, as well as a love for shopping for clothes she didn't need, had been
passed on to her through an abundance of devotion by Granny. They were closer than
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Granny and I had been, through no fault of my own. I didn't like shopping or primping.
Instead, Granny had passed on her love of card games and puzzles to me. I also thought
Lindsay being Granny's first granddaughter might be why they were so close.
I can remember Lindsay spending whole days, morning to night, with Granny,
either shopping or having girl talk at her home in Richmond, Virginia. Lindsay knew
everything about Granny's past and had been the main source of how I found out what
Granny's childhood had been like, the story about her index finger being chopped off by
her older sister, and how one of her siblings was coaxed into an open hole and buried. At
every family gathering, Lindsay sat glued to Granny's side as if being in her airspace
rejuvenated her. They were drawn together by their love of fashion and jewelry. It was
Granny who taught Lindsay how to look for vintage clothing.
"I'm glad you weren't there." She turned to look at me. "It wasn't her. There
were too many tubes, too many machines. She didn't want that."
"How do you know?"
"She told me this past Christmas. She said she felt like she was getting closer.
But I just thought she was joking. She told me that she didn't want to be hooked to
machines like that. That she just wanted to move on." Her bloodshot eyes became glassy
and she lay her head on my lap.
I didn't say anything, but put my left arm across her. We sat in silence for what
seemed like hours, but I know was only thirty minutes at most by the tiny clock on the
coffee table. Mom came in with a list in her hands.
"How are you?" she asked me.
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"Fine. What's that?"
"A list of things that need to be done or bought. Come get some breakfast.
Linda's set out fruit and bagels for everyone."
I tapped Lindsay's head and she sat up, flopping back down where I had sat after I
got up. As I walked toward Mom, she continued to stare at Lindsay.
"Leave her alone." I knew the last thing on Lindsay's mind was making sure she
ate.
If Mom could have set me on fire, she probably would have then. Her look told
me not to interfere, but for Lindsay's sake I couldn't help it. Our relationship over the
past few years had been rocky--we often disagreed about why our parents had separated,
as neither of us knew the real truth, and each of us were loyal to a different parent--but
she had just lost her best friend, her mentor, the one person who understood her inside
and out. I grabbed Mom's elbow and led her back to the kitchen where she promptly
jerked it from my grasp and sat at the table with her back to me. Selecting a plain bagel
with cream cheese and a bowl of strawberries, I went back to the living room.
"Want anything?" I knelt down and held the bagel in front of Lindsay's face,
ready to feed her like a baby if I had to.
She looked through me and shook her head no.
"Girls," Mom shouted from the kitchen.
"What?" I answered.
"We're leaving to get funeral clothes. Let's go." The back door opened and shut.
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"I don't want to get fucking funeral clothes. Granny just died." Lindsay sat up
and grabbed my free hand, pulling me beside her.
I had just enough time to set the bagel down on the coffee table with the
strawberries before we walked out the back door and climbed into Linda's car, Lindsay
holding my hand all the way to the store.
She held my hand from the parking lot into the department store and the entire
time we walked around behind Mom and Linda, neither of us in the mood to try on
clothes. I suspect she would have held my hand in the dressing room we shared if she
hadn't needed hers to unbutton her coat. She didn't speak the whole time we shopped,
nor when we got back to Linda's, but she never let go of my hand unless it was absolutely
necessary. That night, instead of going back to Mom's, she rode to Dad's with me and
held my hand the whole way, never speaking. At Dad's, we climbed into my bed despite
the fact that Dad had put new sheets on her bed that afternoon.
She nuzzled up beside me. I couldn't sleep, so I decided I'd see if she'd talk now.
"What was it like?" I asked.
"What?"
"Granny. What was she like in the hospital?" It wasn't the most appropriate
question, but I needed to know.
"I'm not describing that." She rolled away from me.
I stared at my ceiling trying to find something other than Granny to talk about, but
couldn't.
"Tell me about how her finger got cut off."

78

"You know that story. Lizzie did it."
Her monotone voice mirrored her blank face. The air around her felt thick and I
knew I needed to get her to talk before she slipped too deep into depression. I knew from
her past that if she slipped too deep, she'd give up on everything. She'd lose her job and
decide against going back to grad school. She'd hole herself away from the world, not
eating or drinking anything.
"I know Lizzie did it, but how? Why?" I pushed for answers I already knew.
She rolled back toward me.
"Well, Lizzie and Granny had been playing in their yard, and then it was time to
chop wood. Lizzie went over to the chopping block and started chopping, and Granny
followed her. After Lizzie had set a piece of wood on the block, Granny put her hand
down on it. She said, 'I dare you to chop it off. I fucking dare you.' Lizzie swung down
and chopped Granny's index f inger right off at the middle knuckle. Granny said she was
in shock and Lizzie grabbed the finger and pulled Granny back to the house where their
mom sewed it back on until they could get to the doctor."
"How old were they?" I leaned up on my elbow to face her.
"Real young. Like ten or so."
In my mind, I imagined it to be a cool fall day. The leaves crunching under
Lizzie's and Granny's feet. Would they have been wearing shoes? Probably not. They

were poor and it probably wasn r cold enough for shoes yet. I pictured Granny's
wrinkled hand, only smoother, lying on top of the piece of wood. I imagined the crunch
as the axe sliced through her finger, a clean cut. I never knew Granny's mother and
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couldn't remember what she looked like from the faded photographs we had except that
her torso was rather large, so I imagined a robust faceless woman stitching Granny's
finger back to her hand. The white thread pulling the skin taught as blood trickled to the
floor.
"God, can you imagine?" I asked.
"I know. Granny told me that her and her siblings were like hellions. They
buried one of their siblings alive as a joke and left him there until he pushed his way out."
We both laughed. This story I knew, too. Granny and her five or six siblings had
been playing on the hillside just beyond their home. For no reason at all, the oldest boy
began digging a hole. One by one the other siblings coaxed one of the younger children
to lie down in the hole. He did, and the others piled the dirt on top of him, leaving a tiny
hole where his mouth was. The youngest girl went and gathered daisies from the base of
the closest tree and planted them on top of the boy's head. After a few minutes the boy
began pushing his way up and out of the hole. The oldest boy stood back and said,
"Look, he's pushin' up daisies!"
"So, when did she change from the Luray hellion to prim and proper Granny?"
"When she married Grampaw. She said that since he was in the military, she
figured she ought to straighten up a little bit. But it was always in her eyes. Besides, she
wasn't ever really happy with that country life. She and Lizzie went to New York once,
and Granny loved it."
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"Is that when she met Grampaw?" I needed answers. I needed to know the
woman I had never taken time to get close to because I never considered her age or
failing heart.
"I don't know." She started laughing.
"W hat?" I asked.
"I just remembered that Mom and Dad have a video tape ofone time we stayed
over at Granny and Grampaw's house. I think you were like three and I was seven. Mom
asked me ifI had had a good time--"
"And you shouted, yes, soaking up the fact that there was a camera on you?"
"How' d you know?" She smiled for the first time that day.
"Lucky guess."
"Well, when Mom asked you ifyou had a good time you said 'no' in this real
serious voice, and Granny started laughing."
"I don't remember that."
"It's true. Mom captured your unhappiness on video."
"It's probably because their house smelled like thirty-plus years ofstale cigarette
smoke."
We talked long into the night, holding hands, about Granny and her past, guessing
at things we didn't know and relishing the things we did. We spent most ofthe time
between Granny dying and the burial service telling the stories over and over to each
other, as ifwe needed them burned into our everyday speech so we didn't forget them.
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Two day's after Granny's funeral, Lindsay had to leave to go back to Charlotte to
keep her waitressing job. Standing in Dad's driveway, helping her load her Volkswagen
Jetta was the first time I felt depressed during that whole time. The stories had made
Granny's death seem more distant than it really was. Lindsay hugged Dad good-bye and
turned to me.
"Here's my address in Charlotte. I know you can get it from Dad, but I want you
to have it, too. It's only five hours away, so don't be shy." She hugged me.
Laughing I said, "So, did we inherit the sister meanness from Granny and
Lizzie?"
"I guess. Mom said Linda taunted her, too." She smiled.
"But, Linda's younger. So, that means it goes oldest taunting the younger,
younger the older, older the younger. Which means one of us will have daughters where
the younger taunts the older, right?"
"Nope," Dad said.
"Huh?" Lindsay and I said in unison.
"Lindsay may have tried to kill you when you were little, but you had your share
at attacking her. You just don't remember."
Lindsay leaned against her car. "What are you talking about? She was the
happiest baby ever."
"Happy baby, sure. But as she got older she had her fair share of getting back at
you."
"What'd I do?" I asked.
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"Oh, you used to throw your balls at her all the time to get her to leave the room
or leave your toys alone. You'd throw anything at her."
Since she was four years older than me, I would have thought Lindsay would
remember being hit by a variety of objects.
"I guess we figured out why you throw so good," Lindsay said.
"Yeah. I guess we both wanted to be only children," I said.
"That would have totally sucked." Lindsay hugged me again before getting in her
car.
As she drove down Dad's driveway, she leaned out the window and waved.
"Later, 'sis. I'll call you," she shouted back.
Dad and I waved until Lindsay was out of sight.
"You okay?" he asked.
"I will be."
"She's not gone forever." He patted my shoulder and went back in the house to
cook dinner.
I followed him and went to my room, where I taped Lindsay's address to my
dresser mirror. I scribbled 'five hours' underneath of her handwriting and went to help
Dad.
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Renting My Room
The storm door slammed behind me as I stepped into the kitchen. Water was
close to spilling over the sin.k's edge and onto the seventies yellow and green tile floor.
"Shit." I moved forward and cut the water off.
Reaching into the empty sink, I pulled the drain plug and let the water out. I
noticed one of the stove's burners glowing orange and cut it off, too.
"Granny?" I shouted.
"Who's there?" she asked from the living room.
Walking through the kitchen and the short hallway, I entered the living room to
find Granny sitting in her blue wing chair staring out the picture window. When I walked
around the chair and sat on the edge of the wooden coffee table, she turned slightly to
face me.
"Well, you're all dirty," she said.
"Yeah, I've been helping Dad rake leaves. Granny, why did you turn the kitchen
sink's faucet on?"
"I didn't."
"Why did you turn the stove on?" I placed my hands on my knees and leaned
forward.
"I didn't."
"Well, Dad and I have been outside all morning, so it wasn't either of us."
"Is it terribly cold out there?" She looked back out the picture window, watching
the oak tree branches sway in the wind.

84

"Nope. As you can see it's a jeans and T-shirt kind of day." I held my arms out so
she could really see what I was wearing.
"You think I could go outside?" Her blue eyes looked foggy and distant, as if she
was remembering her gardening days.
"You can do what you want Granny. If you want to go out, I'll help you." I
grabbed her walker from next to her chair and opened it up for her to balance on.
"I can do it." She grasped the walker's handles and stood.
Her breathing was raspy and short. She pushed the sleeves of her blue sweatshirt
up to her elbows, exposing her trench-like skin. Blue and purple bruises covered her
arms from where she had bumped into the walls and doorways throughout the house.
I looked down and saw her shoes were untied, as if she had just put them on
before I stepped into the house. "Let me fix your shoe laces." I felt her staring at me as I
tied her Dollar Store tennis shoes.
"Who are you?" she asked.
Over the six months Granny had lived at Dad's, I had answered this question ten
times a day when I was home. We had moved her in during the summer of2007 because
her Alzheimer's had progressed to an unhealthy stage. Before we moved her in, Dad had
decided to let her live as long as she could on her own. As her son, Dad knew her
stubbornness. But when we figured out that she was forgetting to eat and take her
medicine, leaving her own stove burners on and burning empty pots and pans, and
convincing herself that her neighbor, a Virginia State Trooper, was trying to break into
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her house at night intending to take her home away from her, Dad decided it was time to
make the move.
Since she was in her eighties and had a hard time getting around, Dad told me I'd
have to empty my childhood bedroom and move into my older sister's, Lindsay's,
bedroom, which was sitting empty now that Lindsay was living in Charlotte, North
Carolina. My childhood bedroom was directly across from the bathroom and located in
the center of the house. To get to Lindsay's bedroom at the back of the house, we had to
walk up three small steps, an impossible task for Granny.
"Melissa. I'm your son's youngest child," I said.
"Who's my son?" Her eyebrows moved closer together.
"James. But, you nicknamed him Sonny and that's what everyone's called him
since he was little."
"Sonny." She said Dad's name as if she was tasting each letter.
"Okay, ready to go?" I asked.
"What day is it?"
"December thirtieth."
"December? T hen, where's the snow? It's too cold for me out there." She started
to sit back down.
"No. Come on. You've been in this house for two days," I said.
"Two days? What for?" She was angry.
"Because we haven't been able to get you outside."
"More like you don't want me outside. Where am I? This isn't my home is it?"
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We were moving toward the daily argument about why she lived with us. It
always ended in a shouting match between Granny and either myself or Dad. I stepped
out of the living room and counted to thirty. When I walked back in Granny looked at me
as if she had never seen me before.
"Who are you?" she asked.
"Melissa." I waited for her to ask more questions. When she didn't, I said, "You
look like you're headed outside."
Granny looked down at her clothes and then out the picture window. "Yes. I
guess that's what I was doing."
"Well, come on. I'll help you."
She pushed the walker forward across the rusty brown carpet, taking slow baby
like steps. I moved into the kitchen and waited for her to get closer before I opened the
storm door. She paused in the hallway, and I was afraid that she had already forgotten
what she was doing.
"Granny?" I asked.
"Can we go outside?"
I wanted to cry. Her forgetting things this fast at one in the afternoon was not a
good sign. This speed of forgetting didn't usually happen except during the early
morning hours or as the sun was beginning to set.
"Yeah. Come on. I'll hold the door for you." I opened the storm door and stood
on the porch as she wheeled toward me.
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The walker clicked as she set it on the concrete porch and inched down the small
lip of the back door frame. As she passed by, I could smell her Suave hairspray. It was
hard to think that during the mid-to late-1920's this woman had worked in a cotton mill in
order to help support her family and had been on her own since she was eighteen. Her
eighty-seven-year-old body was stooped, her hair cotton white, her nails yellow.
I shut the door once she was fully outside and began walking down the ramp Dad
had attached to the porch.
"It's cold." Granny tried to tum back toward the door.
"No, just wait. Here, come and sit in the sun. We moved your bench there." I
wrapped my fingers around her elbow and tugged her toward the ramp.
She walked down into the yard and to the bench. The wind began to pick up, and
I knew she'd probably go back in, but I wanted her to have a few minutes in the fresh air.
After making sure she was settled, I ran to help Dad, who was dragging a tarp full of
leaves into the woods.
"How's she doing?" he asked.
"Same ol', same ol'." I grabbed the free end of the tarp and pulled with him.
We flipped the tarp upside down and dumped the leaves onto the pile we had
started that morning. Once all the leaves were dumped, we stood next to each other at the
wood's edge. Granny sat on the bench staring around the yard and rubbing her hands
together.
"I'm sorry," Dad said.
"For what?" I asked.
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"Making you move out of your room.''
"It's cool, Dad. I mean, it's either she lives with us or dies real fast in a nursing
home where she'd probably be treated like crap." I didn't want him to feel bad. I would
have done the same thing if I was in his shoes, and other than Granny not remembering
anything we said, it was nice having her around.

During the time that Granny stayed with us, Dad had been dating a woman named
Evy. They had been together, on and off, since late 2000 after my parents divorced. Dad
and Evy met through a friend and they began going out to bars on the weekends.
Eventually, the Saturday morning came when I woke up and she was at Dad's. He never
talked to me about dating her or her sleeping over; I just had to accept what was
happening.
Evy had two older children and a younger daughter named Kayla. As a
professional house painter, Evy had a hard time supporting herself and Kayla, but like
Dad she managed to make ends meet. The only difference between her and Dad was that
Dad owned a house.
Their relationship was strained during the time Granny lived with us. Evy still
wanted to go out on the weekends, but Dad didn't want to leave me at home with Granny.
"I don't see why you can't go out," Evy said.
I lay in my bedroom pretending to read while they argued in the kitchen. Even
though the kitchen was located at the other end of the brick rancher house, I heard every
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word they said. Dad's house was about fourteen hundred square feet; there were no
secrets.
"Because Mom's too much for Melissa to handle right now," Dad said.
"Melissa's twenty. She can handle it."
"No. I'm not leaving this up to her. It's too much. If Mom gets too sick, I don't
want Melissa to have to deal with driving her to the hospital or calling an ambulance for
her." The back storm door opened and closed.

Granny stayed with us until for almost a year. She progressed to the irrational
stage of Alzheimer's and refused every selection of food we gave her. Dad took her to
the hospital and by July 5, 2008, Granny passed away from congestive heart failure. Dad
offered to help me move back into my old room, but I chose to remain in my newer
bedroom. Granny's things had aged my old room making it smell like wet towels and
baby powder. The day they had gone to the hospital, I walked past my old room and
noticed Granny's bed was partially unmade. I walked across the floral-pattern rug to the
unmade side and finished pulling her homemade multicolored quilt over her pillows. I
straightened her dresser, placing unused Q-Tips, small combs and her hairbrush in her
wicker container. A blonde haired, blue eyed China doll sat on the opposite end of the
dresser. Granny's walker stood at the end of the bed, looking discarded, as if she had run
out of the room in a hurry. My old room just didn't feel the same.
Not three days after Granny's funeral Dad stepped into the kitchen and stated that
he and Evy had broken up.
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"Why?" I asked.
"Because she felt she was entitled to move in here now," he said.
"Why?" Dad hadn't talked to me about her moving in before now and I didn't
understand why she would think such a thing after Granny's death.
"She and I had been talking about her living situation, and she really can't afford
to keep renting. But, I wasn't ready to move her in just yet. She didn't like that answer,
so I said 'Fine.' And we broke up." He stepped outside and headed to his upholstery
shop.

My old room remained empty for about five and a half months. Late November
early December 2008, Dad let an acquaintance of ours, just out ofjail, move in under the
terms that he would be gone within one year. His real name was Dwayne, but he was
known by everyone as "Tug"; I never knew why. Tug served eighty-five percent of his
jail time and was released on parole because of good behavior. He was an okay
mechanic, but a rotten person. Depending on whose story you believe, he either sexually
abused his girlfriend's teen daughter, or his racist tirade toward the daughter's boyfriend
made Tug's girlfriend so angry she framed him and had him sent to prison. Either way, I
wasn't happy about having him in the house. By the time I came home for winter break
during my last year as an undergraduate at Longwood University, Tug was comfortable in
my old room.
Now Tug's dark hair was almost gone and he resembled a hefty football player
with hunched shoulders. He left his greasy, sweat-stained dirty clothes all over my old
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bedroom, never helped clean the house, only chipped in for groceries when asked, and
shut himself up in the bedroom, smoking pack after pack of Marlboro Red's, even when
he was sick. The most annoying thing to both Dad and me was that while Tug did
apparently work, he never saved a dime and had no intentions of ever moving out.

Not long after Tug moved into Dad's, Evy and Dad's relationship rekindled. I
don't know how or why, but she started coming around again, eating dinner and hanging
out on the weekends. The only good thing about Tug so far as I was concerned, was that
he kept Evy out of our home. By law, because Kayla was under eighteen, she couldn't
sleep at Dad's with Tug in the house.
One day during the summer of 2009, I came back home from a full day of work.
I wanted a hot shower and some time alone. Tug sat at the dining table eating a
microwavable meatball sub.
"Hey, Missy," he said through a full mouth as I stepped inside.
I sighed. I hated that nickname.
"Hey," I said.
"You look beat."
"Yup." I tried to keep walking toward the hallway, but he trapped me.
"So, what's been going on?"
I sig�ed and went to sit across from him at the table. "Not much. Just working
and stuff."
"Are you still in school?" He took another large bite of the sub.
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"Um, not exactly. I mean, I finished the undergraduate program, and I'm heading
into the graduate program this Fall."
"You're so smart, Missy. I have no idea what you just said, but it was smart."
Oh God, you have to be kidding. You sound like a womanizer talking down to me
like that. You may think its a compliment, but its not.
"You know," he continued, "I quit school when I was in the fifth grade."
Damn. The school story. I had heard this story at least a hundred times since he
had moved into Dad's. Tug had dropped out of school when he was in the fifth grade and
went right to work for anyone that would hire him.
He kept telling his story. I nodded and pretended to listen.
The summer breeze blew in the open kitchen windows. I heard gravel crunch in
the driveway and looking out I saw a silver van pull up.
Evy came inside. "Hey. Where's your Dad?"
I shrugged.
"Store," Tug said.
"That's right. He's getting taco stuff," Evy said.
"Taco night?" I asked.
The back storm door opened and Kayla, now almost fourteen, stepped inside
wearing a Beatles T-shirt, skinny jeans, and black hightop Converse. She waved and
headed to the living room where she cut the T.V. on.
"Yeah, Kayla wanted some tacos, and your Dad said he'd make them." Evy
grabbed an empty ashtray from the cabinet under the kitchen sink and sat at the dining
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table. After lighting her Virginia Slim, she said, "Kayla could eat the whole box of tacos,
which is saying something because she's so skinny."
Taco night? Huh. A family tradition gone down the drain. I stood from the table
and went to my room at the back of the house.
After shutting the door, I lay on my bed. David and I had been together for almost
five years, and through the stress of Granny and Tug living at Dad's, we had talked about
moving in together. Evy and Kayla were definitely moving in if Tug ever moved out;
they practically lived there now. Every time I thought about them being a part of Dad's
house, the walls closed in. Late that summer I decided to move in with David.

Evy and Kayla weren't able to move in as fast as they would have liked. Tug saw
to that by not moving out. But that didn't keep them from using Dad's as their own home
whenever they wanted. Evy held a surprise thirtieth birthday party for her oldest
daughter at Dad's in November 2010. While there, I noticed Kayla wearing an old coat
that had belonged to my mom when she was a teenager. It was a flannel orange, red and
yellow, vintage seventies Chief Petty Office coat. Dad had let Kayla borrow it when the
weather had turned cold because she didn't have a heavy coat to wear.
I looked to David for support, but he just lit a Marlboro Light and stood there.
"It's Mom's coat. Dad was supposed to get it back from Kayla weeks ago," I
said.
David didn't say anything.
"Dad also gave Kayla some of Lindsay's clothes that were in the attic."
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"Did Lindsay say she wanted them?" he asked.
"They were in a marked box. She was saving them but just hadn't taken them,
yet."
"You know you don't really need another heavy coat," he said.
"That's not the point." I didn't want to say it, but I felt certain that once Evy and
Kayla moved in they'd take everything, literally and figuratively.

Then came the Beetle Bug. For Kayla's sixteenth birthday Evy wanted to give
her a car. Kayla's car choice was a newer model Bug, Dad's least favorite car. But, with
the help of Tug, Dad found one on Craigslist.com. It was black on the outside with tan
interior. Dad decided that he would get orange flowers for the flower vase that came with
all newer model Bugs, since Kayla's high school colors were black and orange. It was up
to Tug to get the motor fixed. That took until the beginning of December 2010 making
Kayla's birthday present her Christmas present. Minor dents and scratches, along with a
faded imprint reading "Follow Me to Joe's Market," made Evy uneasy about giving
Kayla the car; she wanted the car in perfect condition before she handed Kayla the keys.
Dad spent the weeks before Christmas cleaning the interior and exterior of the car, as
well as getting multiple quotes on a paint job.
I wasn't happy about the idea that Dad was spending so much time making sure
Kayla's car was in top shape. Since breaking his neck in June 2010, Dad's money had
dropped from twenty-thousand to almost three thousand dollars. He was scraping by,
trying to keep his upholstery business afloat, and pay the house and medical bills. Evy
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didn't help him at all. She never offered to pay Dad back or help clean the car up herself.
Her main concern was whether or not it would be road worthy by Christmas. I also
wasn't happy Kayla was getting a Bug as her first car. When I was eight and Lindsay
was twelve, Dad bought a late seventies model Bug to fix up as Lindsay's first car.
Lindsay named it Herby and we spent our days sitting inside the rusted out car pretending
to drive. We ended up selling it because Dad's upholstery business wasn't providing
enough extra money to pay for all the missing parts, including a new motor, plus a new
paint job. When Lindsay and I found out that Kayla wanted a Bug, we felt she was trying
to steal that nostalgia from us.
However, knowing that Kayla was getting the Bug for Christmas, I tried to ignore
my jealousy. While hanging out at Dad's after working with Mom, I asked Evy, who had
come by to eat dinner with Dad, how she felt about giving Kayla the car for Christmas.
"Oh, I can't wait," Evy said.
"So, how are you going to give it to her?" I asked.
Silence.
"I don't know. I want to do it in a cool way, but I don't know what to do." Evy lit
a cigarette.
"Dad, no suggestions? You're like the King of surprising kids with stuff. Like
when you gave me and Lindsay the dirt bikes for Christmas." I made eye contact with
Evy. "It was so awesome."
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"Yeah, that was cool. Your mom wrote something on a card--" he said.
"Roses are red. Violets are blue. There's a surprise waiting outside for you." I
smiled.
"That is pretty neat," Evy said.
We sat in silence for a few minutes trying to think of a good way to surprise
Kayla.
"Oh my god, I've got it." I stood from Dad's kitchen table. "Okay. So, Dad, you
park the Bug down at the Park & Ride. Evy you delay coming over here Christmas Day
until about 10 or 11. I'll come over, get the Bug and drive it up here like it's my own."
"Yeah. You can call and I'll say something and let you know when to come up,"
Dad said.
The plan was set. Christmas Day, four days after we discussed the gag, I drove
over to Dad's and helped him set up some food for the few guests that would be coming
by. Then, Dad hid my car behind his upholstery shop and drove me down the street to the
Bug. I watched Route 360 waiting for Evy to drive past. While I waited I could feel
myself getting giddy with anticipation. I had tried to share this cool idea with Mom and
Lindsay Christmas Eve.
"Isn't it cool? We came up with it a few days ago," I said.
"Yeah, I guess," Lindsay said.
"What?"
"Well, I just don't see why Dad should go to all this trouble."
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"He's doing it because he wants to. Besides, the Bug was supposed to be her
birthday present."
"I think it's a little big," Mom chimed in.
"What? Y'all gave us dirt bikes for Christmas one year. It's not like this is going
to happen again," I said.
"But, Kayla's always getting stuff from everyone," Lindsay said.
"I'm lost." I folded my arms across my chest.
"She's spoiled," Mom said.
I never knew why, but Mom had always acted bitter toward Evy and Kayla. A lot
of the times it felt like she said mean things she thought Lindsay and I wanted to hear, but
I didn't think the Bug was that big of a deal.
"You've met her like maybe twice," I said to Mom. "And I get it. I'm not stoked
about it either, but I'm trying to make the best of the situation," I said to Lindsay.
"Well, I don't feel like anyone in the family needs to give her anything else."
Lindsay walked into Mom's living room, and I was left tom between jealousy over
Kayla's new car and feeling excited that I was going to participate in the gag.

After thirty minutes of watching vehicle after vehicle drive past me, I saw Evy's
van. Good, she didn Y glance over here. I counted five minutes on my cellphone clock
before calling Dad.
"Hello?" he answered.
"Hey. Are they inside yet?" I asked.
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"Well, Merry Christmas. Uh huh." He began his fake conversation. "What? I
can't believe David did that. All right. You almost here? Okay, I'll see you soon. Bye."
I laughed the entire time trying to picture Evy and Kayla's faces. I started the
Bug and drove the minute back to Dad's. As I pulled up, I saw Kayla standing in the
kitchen window. I parked the Bug at an angle in the driveway, anticipating pictures being
taken.
Stepping out of the Bug, I caught site of Kayla's face. Pure jealously. The same
face I made when I found out they were going to the beach while I had to stay home with
an elderly woman who couldn't remember me.
"Hey," I said. "What do you think?"
Kayla just nodded.
"Oh, I can't believe he did that," Dad said. "Come on, let me get a picture so we
don't freeze out here."
I leaned against the side of the Bug. Dad stood next to Evy who couldn't make
eye contact with me without giving the surprise away. Kayla hung behind Evy.
"Kay la, get in with Melissa," Dad said.
"Um." She hesitated.
"Yeah, dude. Let's do a Christmas picture." I extended my right arm.
She came and stood with me. Dad took the picture. I walked away.
"Wait, Kayla, stay there so we can get one of you," I said.
"Okay." Her voice was unsure.
I looked at Dad and Evy. "Y 'all ready?"
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"Yeah," Dad said.
As one we shouted, "Merry Christmas Kayla!"
I walked forward and handed her the keys. As I walked back toward Dad, I
noticed Evy wiping her eyes. She could have the house; Kayla could have the Bug. I just
wanted to be able to join in on the fun.
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Finding Home
I jogged up my short gravel driveway after making sure our large gate was shut.
My older sister, Lindsay, was visiting from Charlotte, North Carolina, for Christmas. She
had already spent a couple days at our mom's house and was now spending a few days
with my boyfriend, David, and me. She parked her Jetta in front of our closed one-car
garage. As she stepped out, she sighed.
"This place is so refreshing," she said.
It was true. My new home was like an oasis from civilization. A year prior to this
visit, during the summer of 2009, David and I searched for three months, passing up
fixer-uppers, trailers, rentals, and half-acre lots, knowing that our house was out there
somewhere. And it was. While flipping through The Amelia Bulletin Monitor one night
at my brother's house, David stopped on a page and ripped a tiny ad out.
"What are you doing?" I asked.
"There's a house in here I want to call about. Look." He handed me the ad.
It read: For Sale By Owner. Beautiful Home on 2 acres. $200,000. Call Mark at
804-305-4779.
"Uh, we can't afford this. We don't even know if you'll qualify for a loan." I
gave the ad back to him.
"I know. But I still want to call. Just cause."
Two weeks after David's phone call to Mark, we moved into our cedar plank
cabin-esque house with an open floor plan, lease-to-purchase at a price of $168,000 until
David qualified for a loan. Moving from the fifteen acres of my childhood home to two
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acres was a shock, but it was made easy by the fact that the house sat between two tree
farms, one farm at three-hundred-plus acres and the other at seven-hundred-plus. There
was no real frontyard or backyard. Our neighbors could be heard but not seen, the closest
one living three minutes down the road.
When Lindsay first saw the house Christmas 2009 after we moved in, she said it
was perfect for me because, 1. it was so far from civilization it's amazing people could
find it, 2. it was surrounded by trees, which I love, and 3. the house has so many windows
that I'll be able to use less electricity than most older homes during the day (I'm so
green).

I helped Lindsay with her bags, and we went inside through the front door, which
actually faced the driveway and one side of woods, instead of the "front" of the property.
The front door opened into the sunroom, which had one wall made entirely of windows
that faced our deck and the one road that went by our house. The floor was made of red
tiles. At the far end sat my desk and computer. David and I had made that area a reading/
study area with a large two-person chair and a small rocking chair.
Our dining table set was next to the front door. David had named the set "The
Waffle House" because Dad had reupholstered the two bench seats in orange and yellow
vinyl; most of our decorations fell into the seventies era. We picked this fabric to match
the spherical lamp that hung from the ceiling just above the table. The lamp was orange,
red, and yellow and looked like it was made from rocks. I named it the Flintstone's
lamp.
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Once Lindsay was inside, she began heading toward the third bedroom at the
furthest end of the house. I followed. As we passed the master bedroom, went through
the living room and down the short hallway by the kitchen, Lindsay stopped.
"Hey, Dave," she said.
"Hey, Lindsay. How was your drive?" he asked.
"Pretty good. I drank two Red Bulls on the way here, so I'm ready for a long
night."
David began chopping lettuce and added it to the bowls of tomatoes and onions.
"Are those taco toppings?" Lindsay asked.
"Yup," I said. "We've already made your faux meat."
"And I'll get the table set why y'all get settled back there," David said.
Lindsay turned the comer and went down the second short hallway. Once in the
tiny bedroom, she opened the blind to the picture window that looked out onto the screen
porch. From here you could see a large part of the yard, our garden, and the one shed that
had been turned into a small house, complete with ceiling fan and electricity, by the
previous owner.
"It's so quiet," Lindsay said. "I love it. It's like detoxing."
"Detoxing?" I asked.
"Yeah. Cell phone reception is horrible. Well, pretty much nonexistent. You're
working off of dial-up internet. You have no cable. And it's like living in the middle of a
national park with all the woods and wild animals."
"And you like that?"
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"It's nice. Reminds me of Dad's, except--" she paused.
"Except no Evy and no Kayla."
"Yeah." She bowed her head and picked at the wooden window frame.
"Come on. Dave's been working on dinner so we didn't have to cook when you
got here."
We left the room and walked back to the dining table where David sat waiting.
"Babe, you could have started." I slid in next to him.
"It's okay. I'm just waiting." He began fixing his tacos. "We have crunchy and
soft so dig in."
Lindsay slid onto the bench that caddy-cornered the one David and I sat on, and
we started making our tacos. As I bit into my crunchy taco, a thin stream of grease ran
from the comer of my mouth and down my chin. I grabbed my napkin and wiped the
orange line as best I could while chewing.
"God, I love taco nights," I said after swallowing.
"I know. Mmm, these are so good. Especially after such a long drive. They
really ease the Red Bull," Lindsay said.
"Mhm," David said through a mouth full.
"I just can't believe you went vegetarian," I said. The ground-up mushroom meat
of Lindsay's taco was only distinguishable from the hamburger meat in mine by the
pickiest-eater's eye, but I wasn't willing to try it just yet.
"Well, watch Food, Inc. and you will be a vegetarian, too." Snow fell outside the
windows while a fue blazed in our wood-burning fueplace.
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Taco nights became a tradition when I was fourteen and Lindsay was eighteen.
Every time she would come home to visit from college, Dad would make tacos, and the
three of us would sit around the table catching up. When I decided to move out of our
childhood home at the age of twenty-two, Lindsay and I promised each other that we
would keep up this tradition.
I looked up from biting into another taco and caught Lindsay looking around the
sunroom.
"What are you looking at?" I asked.
"Just looking. I love this house. I'm so jealous," she said.
"Y 'all want anymore?" David asked.
"No. I think I'll stop at six," Lindsay said.
"Ditto," I said.
He picked up our plates and went to the kitchen to clean up our mess.
"Yeah, I know you like this place. You've said it a million times. Including
tonight," I said.
"But I really do. I mean, you were never one to really want to leave Dad's. But
you've really found a place that works for you. You've been here a year, and you've
made it real cozy. I love your Aztec print sofas; I still can't believe you found them in a
yard sale. And Dave's older western looking furniture really gives the house character.
Oh, and your almost bare Christmas tree just adds to the rustic look," she said.
"Hey, we got it a few days before Christmas, and all I had were the ornaments
Mom and Dad saved for me." I curled my legs onto the bench seat.
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She was right, though, about the place working for me. Throughout my
childhood, adolescence, and even college years, I never ventured far from home. I lived
on my college campus for most of my four undergraduate years out of convenience, but
spent every weekend at home. Lindsay had always joked that I would live at home until I
was forty.

"I wish you were there when we gave the car to Kayla," I said.
"Yeah, I'm sure it was great." Her voice was sarcastic, so I dropped the subject.
I wanted to relive each moment with her: how pissed Kayla looked when she
thought it was my car, how Evy cried, how excited Dad looked, how happy Kayla looked
when she finally understood it was her car. But I could tell it was too sore of a subject.
"Has he said anything else about Evy and Kayla moving in?" She bent her knees,
pulled her legs to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.
I slid to the comer where the two benches met and stretched my legs out. "Not
really. All I know is that when Tug moves out, maybe in January or February, they'll
probably move in. I'd be surprised if she isn't already half packed." I rested my head
against the wall.
"Or already half moved in," Lindsay said.
"It's not that I don't want them in there. I like Kayla and all. And Evy's okay.
It's just that--"
"We don't want them in our home."
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She was right. I didn't have to say anything or make a physical agreement. We
weren't ready for someone else to take over our house. I had already lost my childhood
bedroom to my paternal grandmother who had had Alzheimer's, and a live-in
acquaintance who needed a place to go after prison. Now I was getting ready to lose the
second bedroom I lived in from age nineteen to twenty-two; it had been Lindsay's
bedroom first, something she took a long time to get over, though she finally began to
accept that it was "our" room. This would be the room Kayla would get if they moved in
because it's the biggest of the two bedrooms, and she had a lot of stuff and large bulky
dressers.
"Yeah. But, it's not so much the house. I think it's more the property," I said.
"The house is the property."
"No. I mean we have great memories in that house and all, but the house is walls
and ceilings. Most of our memories are really from being outside. The dirt. The land.
I'm not ready to hand over the land to someone else, especially when Kayla isn't really
into being outside all that much."
"It's not like we have much choice though. Right? We don't live there anymore."
She said this last part more to herself.
"Hey, Baby," David said.
"Yeah," I called back.
"I'm laying down. It's late and I'm sleepy." He walked from the kitchen to our
bedroom which was just off the sunroom.
"Okay. Hey, what time is it?"
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"1 : 1 0 a.m."
"Shit. We better lay down, too. Especially you since you're shopping with Mom
tomorrow," I said.
"Yeah." Lindsay stood and stretched. "I'm supposed to meet her at Aunt Linda's
at ten."
"Ha, like that'll happen. You're the queen oflateness." I stood.
"Yeah." She tiptoed toward me and pinched my cheeks. "I'm so glad I get to
spend time with you."
"Ugh, stop, you turd. Come on. Let's make sure no kitties have climbed into
your suitcase."
We walked back to her bedroom. She shook her suitcase with her foot.
"Nope. No cats." She flopped onto the futon.
"Guess they're hiding in the one ofthe other bedrooms. Night, dude." I bent and
gave her a hug.
"Goodnight, turd." She kissed my cheek.
I walked out and closed the door, walking down the hallways to my bedroom
where David lightly snored.

Five hours later my clock alarm went off and I barely heard, "Good Morning and
Welcome to the John-Boy and Billy Show" before David slid out ofbed and cut it off. I
heard him opening drawers and getting dressed for work, but instead ofwaking up and
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wishing him a good day, I pulled the covers closer and fell back to sleep curled against
his pillow.
I don't know how much time passed since David left for work, but I jumped out
of bed thinking I overslept. The clock read 8:03 a.m. Damn. Lindsay s supposed to be at

Linda s by ten. It would take her an hour at least to get ready and an hour to get to our
aunt's house.
Sliding from under the warm covers, I grabbed my robe from the end of the bed.
In the early morning hours there was a chill throughout the house. My only wish was that
the fireplace put out eternal heat and never died out. David and I couldn't afford to leave
the heat set above sixty-eight degrees and the fireplace helped cut back on the propane
bills. I made my way from my bedroom down the hall to where Lindsay slept.
I sat on the edge of the futon. "Hey. Wake up."
"Hmm." Lindsay rolled toward me.
"It's a little after eight." I yawned.
Lindsay sat up and rubbed her eyes. "Sure you don't wanna come with us?"
"Definitely. Are you gonna eat before you leave?"
"No. I need to just get ready and go before Mom freaks out that I'm late."
"After twenty-seven years, you'd think she'd get used to it." I laughed.
Lindsay stared at the comforter. "I think I'm making this my new home-awayfrom-home."
I didn't say anything. It was a weird idea for me. I didn't want to be the new
home for her, and at the same time I didn't mind that she wanted it that way. We were
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both fighting with the idea that two people were most likely going to be overtaking the
home we lived in from the day we were brought home from the hospital.
"I bet Evy's going to start changing the place," she said.
I yawned. "Well, I know that ifthey move in, her pots and pans and washer and
dryer are replacing Dad's. You know he moved the plow from the front yard?"
"No." She sat up. "What did he do with it?"
"I found it by the barn. He doesn't want it anymore." I played with a hole in my
T-shirt. "You care ifI bring it here?"
"No. Why would I care?"
"I dunno. It belongs to both ofus really, but I didn't know ifyou wanted it."
She laughed. "I can see it now. A bright red plow sitting on my condo's balcony.
My neighbors would really love that."
"Yeah, that'd be a real eye-catcher." I laughed, too.
Dad had bought the plow from an auction in 1994. It looked like the ones used in
the 1800s with a front piece that would be tied to a mule or horse. Lindsay was eleven
and I was seven. Once it had been determined that the plow would go in the front yard,
Dad dug a small patch ofdirt and set the plow in cement. Lindsay and I placed our hands
in the cement before it dried, and Dad carved 1994 beside our prints. When I found the
plow at the barn just weeks prior to Lindsay visiting, I noticed he had taken care not to
destroy the cement that held the plow.
"You know, when I found the plow I put my hand in your print, and it was the
same size," I said.
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"God, I guess that means mine are gargantuan now." She held her hands up close
to her face.
"Only when they're that close." I smacked her hand, causing her to poke herself
in the eye.
She was quiet for a few minutes.
"What's going to happen with his business when she moves in? I mean, can he
support them, too?" she asked.
"He supported me and him for a long time."
"But, you don't demand as much as they do."
"Yeah. Well, he said that if they move in, she'll be working for him tearing down
furniture and stuff because she wants to get out of painting houses. She already knows,
so I guess it wasn't a driving away factor." I yawned. "It's too early for this. Come on.
You've gotta get ready and get going before Mom calls and calls and calls wondering
where you are." I stood, stretched and turned to leave the room to let her get dressed.
"Does Kayla still have Mom's coat?" she asked.
At the beginning of fall, Kayla had been going through one of Dad's coat closets
and found Mom's vintage seventies Chief Petty Officer jacket. It was a red, yellow and
orange flannel coat that was popular when Mom had first bought it. Growing up,
Lindsay and I would argue who would get it because we grew up loving vintage clothes.
Dad let Kayla borrow it, and despite Lindsay asking Dad to get it back, he hadn't yet.
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"Yeah."

"Is Dad getting it back? She can't keep it." Lindsay started pulling clothes out of
her suitcase to wear that day.
"Yeah. He said after winter's over, he's gonna make her retire it back to the
closet."
"I'm taking it home with me next time I'm here,then."
I walked out to let her start getting ready. Twenty minutes later she came out
dressed for a full day of shopping.
"Look," I said. "I was thinking that since Kayla likes the coat so much maybe
you and I can go in on another one and give it to her for Valentine's Day or something."
Lindsay was real quiet. She went into the bathroom just off the kitchen and began
washing her face. I walked and stood in the doorway. When she finished,she look at me
in the mirror.
"That's a really mature thing to say,Melissa." She sounded shocked.
"Well, I'm not happy about them moving into Dad's. I mean,like you said,we
can't stop it. But, I guess I'mjust trying to ....well,just trying," I said.
"Okay,well tomorrow when I come back from Mom's,we can look online and
see what we can find. But,I'm not paying like a hundred dollars for a coat for her."
"Yeah,I know."
An hour and two phone calls from Mom later,Lindsay was out my door and
heading to a full day of shopping. I lay on my sofa,glad to not be out there with Mom in
a bunch of stores that didn't sell the clothes I wore. I began thinking about what Lindsay
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had said about making my home her new home-away-from-home. It was weird, but I
kind of liked the thought. She hadn't ventured into our woods just yet, but I knew I'd get
her in there somehow.

113

